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This is a transcript of the conversation between hosts Patricia Cumper and Pauline Walker and Oladipo Agboluaje.

Patricia Cumper Amplify Project.  Black writers in their own words.  I’m Pat Cumper.

Pauline Walker And I’m Pauline Walker.  We created The Amplify Project so we could talk to writers for the stage, page, and screen about their lives, and artistic practice.  

PC We’ve really enjoyed these conversations.  We hope you enjoy listening to them.

PC Playwright Oladipo Agboluaje is born in Hackney and educated in Britain and Nigeria, studying theatre arts at the University of Berlin.  Since his first play Early Morning in 2003, he has written over 30 literary pieces, including stage and radio plays, short stories and films, and his work has been staged to acclaim in Europe, Nigeria, and the US.  His doctoral thesis was on West and South African drama.  Oladipo, welcome to The Amplify Project.

Oladipo Agboluaje Thank you, Pat.  Thanks for having me.  

PC Right.  I get to ask the first question.  We talk to a number of writers, and the more we talk to them, the more we understand that - that their childhoods tend to shape the work they do.  So the question we always ask is when did you become aware of words and stories as a child?

OA That was very early, when I was living in London.  I remember exactly, it was a programme, Aquarius.  I think it used to be on ITV and it was sort of an arts-science interview programme, if I recall, an author was being interviewed.  And I remember turning to my dad and asking me what the word meant, and he just said, “An author is a person who write books.”  And I said to him, “That’s what I want to do.”  I would love to - to have a career writing books.  And - and that’s - that’s how it started.  It felt like that first memory, that first thought of wanting to be a writer came at that moment.  I - I think I liked the whole look of the author and what it represented, even though I was too young to fully comprehend what it was.  But, visually, you know, looking so dignified, with the - the - the coat with the pads on, and the pipe and glasses, that - I think most people at my age then would have been influenced by superheroes, and firemen, and policemen, but for some reason, this figure of the author had this hold over me.

PC Did stories, though, play a role in your childhood?  The - The kind of stories you heard.  

OA Yes.  I was a voracious reader when I was young and I really loved the - particularly the Roman - Greek - Greek myths.  I was very much into them.  And when I was living in Nigeria, when we moved to Nigeria, one of the things that made me want to learn Yoruba were the TV dramas, particularly the historical and mythical dramas that I was seeing on TV, and the comedies.  And a lot of the - the - the - the historical - sort of the period dramas that were being shown on Nigerian TV were about, you know, historical figures, about gods, and it made me realise that, oh, there’s this whole world of culture that I never knew about because I was only, at the time when I was young, interested in sort of about, you know, Greek myths and - and the like.  And then, you know, coming to Nigeria, I then realised that there’s this all mythical storytelling world.  As a young person, it - it - it blew my mind, so I just sort of dived headfirst into - into - into those stories, those plays, the - the comedies.  I - I realised that any time my father watched comedies that were in Yoruba or in Pidgin English, his - his laugh was quite different from when we watched English, British, or American comedies on TV.  And when we was young, my brother and I would keep asking him when he was watching the Yoruba comedies what - what did they say?  What did they mean?  What were they doing?  You know.  And that kind of made us learn Yoruba, you know, so that we could understand what was going on without disturbing him.  So - And - And also another big influence, I must say, was comic books.  I was heavily into comic books at the time.  It wasn’t just the American superhero type, you know, the Batmans, and Supermans, and Captain Americas.  It was also the - those British comic books that are mostly defunct now, like Tiger and Scorcher, 2000 AD, Battle Action, Whizzer and Chips.  I was heavily, heavily into them.  So when - when I was in secondary school in - For one, my brother and a group of friends, we - we formed our own kind of comic books company and we would create all these - our own alternative comics book characters, but all set in Nigeria.  And they were so popular.  We used to sell them during lunch break.  So - and then we sort of migrated, my brother and I, when that sort of fell apart after a few months.  My brother and I just started writing stories.  So I would write them and my brother would illustrate them.  He’s a really good artist.  He’d illustrate them.  Again, it was the same thing.  We would sell some of them during lunch break.  After a while, we stopped selling them and decided to keep them.  

PC That’s brilliant.  That’s - That’s absolutely brilliant.

OA Because - Yeah.  We sort of realised that, hang on, we’ve only got one copy of this thing, you know.  So we didn’t think to further copy them.  So were like, okay, so we’ll - we’ll - we’ll hang onto them, but most of them were taken away by our cousins and friends who would come around to visit anyway.  We might as well have sold them and then got some money for them.  

PW They’re all first editions now, aren’t they?  

OA Yes, they’re collector’s - collector’s items, really now.  I should - If I’d known, I would have created the NFT of them, so, you know, put them online.

PW You were educated in both Nigeria and the UK.  What do you think that has meant for your writing?

OA I think it’s given my writing a duality because Nigerian English and our modes of expressing ourselves in English are quite different from, you know, English-English, as it were, which you could easily say the same, you know, here for England.  You know, somebody in Manchester.  The Mancunians have particular variant of English.  The Liverpudlians have their own variant as well.  So Nigeria has its own.  And in a sense, sometimes I have to wrestle between the two, and at times it - it - it’s - it’s almost like it’s two minds, you know, writing at the - at the same time, depending on what the subject matter is.  So there are times when it’s really in the - when I’m sort of editing a first draft that - and the dramaturg asks me, “What does that phrase mean?”  And I realise, oh, I’ve written it in Nigerian English rather than in a sort of English-English, as we would say.  So in that sense, it - it’s sort of made me have to think a lot more about words - words on the page, you know, as I write because not every story that I write will be amenable to one type of English or another.  If - If I write a play like, say, The Estate, for instance, I - I - the - the - which is set in Nigeria, there’s a way in which I’d try to calibrate the English, but then I’d have to take into consideration the characters.  A character who, say, for instance, has lived for 20 years in America is not really going to speak in Nigerian English even though the play is set in Nigeria.  The same for a character coming from England.  And then also it depends on the level of education of the characters as well.  So I’m constantly wrestling with what the - the tone or what style of English I should use.  I think that sort of has been sort of the main - in terms of sort of practice and the practicalities of writing that’s been the main - that’s been the main thing that’s come about my sort of duality of language.  And - And there are also times, even when I do write in a Nigerian variant, where I end up instead translating what a character would have said probably in a local language or in pidgin into English, and that also brings up some interesting observations and contradictions, which I then have to resolve when I redraft the play.

PW So when did you first call yourself a writer and a playwright?

OA I - I remember the time I said I was going to be a writer.  And I think when I was in secondary school and my brother and I started writing stories, we - we called ourselves, you know, writers.  My brother was the artist.  He was the artist.  He was the illustrator, I was the writer, and that’s how we would, you know, write our credits in the books that we wrote.  So it was probably when I was in secondary school, my form one, that was when I first called myself a writer.  I think I became a playwright - I called myself a playwright when Early Morning came out and I saw my name on the poster.  But there was a hesitation because of the way in which sometimes, you know, the arts or artists are perceived, so there was a hesitation to fully embrace the term.  It was in - around 2008-9, austerity, during the time of austerity that, you know, the - the - there is no alternative to austerity, where the government was setting up this false equivalence between funding the arts and the NHS, and that was when I became very bullish about calling myself a playwright because I felt a lot of my colleagues were also falling into that trap of saying, “Oh, we’re not saying that we shouldn’t fund the NHS at cost to us.  We know the arts compared to NHS is not as important.”  And I kept saying to them, “You know, you shouldn’t be doing the government’s work for them,” because it felt more like propaganda to me.  You shouldn’t be doing the government’s work of setting people against us.  And we are what we are.  We’ve worked hard.  We pay taxes as well into the system.  And that was - It was that period I became really bullish and said, “You know what, I am -” Because I’ve been guilty of this as well.  I’ve been guilty of this in the past, so I understand where they’re coming from.  From now on, I am a playwright.  I will never apologise.  Because there were times when I used to.  “Yeah, well…  I’m a - I’m a playwright,” like that, you know, and be like but that’s what I am.  It’s - It’s all I’ve ever wanted to be.  When I, you know, sort of moved on from comics and - and storybooks and became a playwright, I had to - you know, I had to go back and remember the feeling I felt on my first night of my first play, you know, in - in Ovalhouse.  How did that feel?  I was like, well, that’s exactly the feeling that I dreamed of and it came true.  That’s what I am.  And beneath that dream was a lot of work.  It wasn’t just fantasising and fooling around, it was a lot of hard work.  I had to remember that it took nearly three years for that play.  From writing the first words to it being staged, that’s how long it took to get it staged with the collaboration of many people, you know, of the directors, of the actors, and - and people were running workshops for me.  So why should - why should I be apologising for - for - for the work that I do?  Because it is work.  It isn’t for free, you know.  So that was the time.  It was just as of late that I became really bullish and unapologetic about being a writer.

 PC Yeah.  And I think it’s a space that we need to claim.  I mean that’s part of the reason for The Amplify Project, truthfully.  In - In the forward of your Collection of Plays, which is Plays One, the late Dr Ukaegbu who says that, writers like yourself - I love these quotes - are unequivocal and confident about their place in society and celebrate your dual heritage with, as he says, vigour and ideological radicalism.  Do you think that’s an accurate reflection of - of what drives your writing?

OA Yes, I - I think - Again, it’s part of that being unapologetic about, you know, being a writer.  And it came - it came from somewhere.  It came from the discussions that I was having with dramaturgs, and directors, and artistic directors about my work, about whether you - how - about how do you write about my experience, you know.  How do I write about somebody - a play that is set in Nigeria for a British audience?  Because the discussions I’d be having before were about my dissatisfaction of some of the work that I was seeing, that I felt was watered down, plays that were meant to accommodate the English ear, that the English idea or tradition of what constitutes a play.  And I felt, well, you know, I’ve studied theatre.  There - There isn’t one way of study - of - of performing a play, of creating or devising a play, and I come with another tradition, a tradition that actually was also influenced by Western theatre practice, and yet all of a sudden it seems alien.  You’d hear, you know, the director or dramaturg would say about a section of the play, “Oh, I get it, but I don’t think the audience will, so could you rewrite it?”  And I started thinking this is not why I became a playwright.  This is like writing the play with one hand tied behind my back.  If I’m going to give full expression to the characters and to the situation, they have to act like people who are in that situation and not like a translated version of that situation.  And so that was - With Early Morning, I didn’t have that much of a problem because it - it was independently produced.  But when I started getting commissions, then it became a bit of an issue.  And, of course, the theatres want to maximise their profits.  They don’t want to alienate their audience.  But I would say to them, “Well, maybe you should find the audience that would like a play like this instead of asking me to change it for an audience that may not even bother to turn up, may look at the programme and says, ‘Oh, nah.  Nothing to do with me.’”  So when the - a play like The Estate came up, I decided the - the - the only way to write a play like this, set in a period that I’m familiar with, was just to go full throttle.  And if no one understood it, well, that wasn’t - there’s nothing I could do about it.  But I knew that there was an audience that would understand the play, and the moment they discovered it, they would come.  And that’s exactly what happened.  And I - And that, I think, is what Victor Ukaegbu refers to about that - you know, when he speaks of that about writers like myself, is that all of sudden decided that we’re not going to be embarrassed about being Nigerian.  We - We lived that experience.  It’s not about even being proud or not proud, it’s who we are.  That - that is our makeup.  It’s in our DNA. We can’t throw it away.  It’s like saying to somebody, “Oh, when you come here, you have to assimilate.”  I don’t see - I’ve lived in Nigeria where - at the time in the 70s where about a million, you know, people of European descent living in Nigeria.  I never saw anyone of them assimilate.  So it’s the same - I - I felt the same thing in terms of writing, that it was this - to - to give an audience the full experience of what it means, of what is important to those characters, and how that story is told.  You - You have to be honest to the - to the story and to the characters.

PC I can remember sitting in a couple theatres and having the most - I can’t - The liveliest audience that I’ve ever sat in watching your plays, and - and the level of almost recall and response.  I couldn’t understand all the humour.  You know, sometimes I didn’t get the words, but there was such an energy to it.  And I think the marketing department eventually began to get the idea that there was a huge and very strong audience in your work out there.  I do remember also that we’ve had long discussions, because I write plays set in Jamaica, about how you use the language and how you get to the - across to British audiences.  You’ve sort of addressed that before.  But maybe if I made it slightly more abstract, if you’re talking about playwrights in general, how do you create a relationship between you and your audience?  Do you choose a particular audience or do you write something for a general audience?  How - What are the choices you make in terms of the language you use for your characters that create that bond between you and an audience?

OA A - A lot of the times, it - it - it’s - before one even thinks of the audience, a lot of the time it’s also thinking about your collaborators and whether they are on board with this idea and ready to go full throttle, as it were, into the play, into the culture of the play.  And once you have that, then - and everyone’s on the same page, then it’s a process of saying, “Great, now all hands on deck.  Let’s go find our audience.”  So one example is when I did New Nigerians at Arcola Theatre a few years ago.  And we had two runs at the Arcola.  I think - in the same year, I think, but they were probably about nine months apart.  And so on the first run, it was mostly - majority of the audience were actually the Arcola audience.  So the majority of the audiences were - were - were White, and it was fine because quite a lot of them actually were people who had lived in West Africa.  I remember having conversations with a couple who had lived in Ghana for many years and another who had done business in Nigeria.  So second time around, myself, the actors, like I said, “Look, we - we need to do a bit more of the marketing ourselves,” and we did, and we - we - we took out flyers to South London, basically, as well as in and around Dalston.  And it was interesting in that when the second run came, the majority audience were African, were Black.  African Black British audiences.  And a lot of that has to do, as you said, with who is your audience.  I’ve always identified my audience as anyone who likes theatre, but, yes, the - the play will be very much Nigerian if it’s set in Nigeria.  You cannot ask a Nigerian writer to write a play set in Nigeria and then turn around and say, “It’s too Nigerian.”  There are other theatrical ways in which you can communicate to an audience other than through dialogue.  And so that’s the whole thing.  The whole idea of language is not just what is said, but the gesticulations, you know, the - the - where the actors are arranged on stage.  It’s a theatrical experience.  So, yes, I - I see myself as playwright and - and the words are important, but, you know, it’s a theatre-making process.  It’s - It’s an act of performance.  So all those elements combine to create meaning.  And so, for me, the audience - an audience can see a person who is angry, can feel emotions, can feel all these other aspects.  So you may not understand certain words, but, definitely, you know that this person is angry because of what this person has said or done to them.  And so that - that’s - that’s sort of how I’ve always seen - created that way, and that’s how I’ve always felt about audiences and their ability to, you know, respond to my work.

PC Never underestimate them, in other words.

OA That’s right.

PW What are the inspirations for your plays?  How do you go about choosing what you write about?  For example, what’s the difference between working on a play from scratch like Early Morning, using biographical material like in The Hounding of David Oluwale, or writing an adaptation of an existing work like The Estate?       

OA For - For - For plays that I - I come up with from scratch, I always liked the - the idea of a concept like the what if.  So like with Early Morning, for instance, that idea came to me in - in - in like a - a one-liner, you know, what if three Black African cleaners in London decides to overthrow the government and institute a Blackocracy in Great Britain?  And that - that came about because, of course, of my dual heritage.  Living in Nigeria, observing coups and counter-coups, you know, political upheaval, and thinking, oh, that would be - it would be funny if that happened here in England.  So that - Sometimes they come about like that.  A piece like The Hounding of David Oluwale, that was interesting because there was one week I walked into the branch of Blackwell’s on Charing Cross, and back then, the - they had a - it was a massive branch, very, very big.  And there was this power display of The Hounding of David Oluwale.  I’d never heard of it.  And I - I went - leafed through the book.  I said, “Oh, my God, this is a - I have to buy this book.”  And back then, it was in hard copies.  It was £12.99.  £12.99?  “No, no, no.  I’ll wait for it to come out in paperback.”  So the following week I get a phone call from the West Yorkshire Playhouse, which is now Leeds Playhouse, and they said, “Hey, hey, we’ve got this idea and this book, and we think that you should adapt it.”  And I said, “Oh, what’s - what’s it - what’s it called?”  And he said, “It’s called The Hounding of David Oluwale.”  And I burst out laughing, and they were like, “Oh, what’s funny?”  I said, “Oh, nothing.  You’ve just saved me £12.99.”  So - And I read it, and I remember being so outraged about the story that I said, “I have to adapt this.  I have to.”  At that time, I was thinking, “No, I would really like to work on original stories, more original plays,” but I read it and I said, “No, there - there’s no way on earth I’m going to allow anybody else to adapt this.”  And so that’s how that came about.  Then with a play like The Estate, I - I remember speaking - When Femi Elufowoju Jr. came up to me, you know, the - the then-artistic director of Tiata Fahodzi, and said, “Oh, you know, we really are supposed to work together because,” you know, they’re Tiata Fahodzi, “you’re Oladipo, so, you know, it’s logical.”  I was like, “Yeah, yeah, sure, it is true.”  And then he came up with this idea and I said, “I don’t really, really want to do an - an adaptation.  And to be honest, Chekhov is so far-removed from a Nigerian experience in terms of, not the story per se, but in terms of how Nigerians, you know, react and respond, you know.”  And he said, “Oh, no, no, no, it doesn’t have to be an adaptation.  It can be that you are inspired by the - by The Cherry Orchard.”  And so that’s how I sort of got my head around and was able to - to work on it.  So we - we don’t really say it’s an adaptation, we just say it’s - it’s “inspired by”.  Because a lot of the times, I - I do have a few issues with certain adaptations, particularly if all they’ve done is change the dialogue and the setting, you know, but everything is very much the same.  It’s true that several plays do - you know, written hundreds of years ago still speak to us.  They still resonate with us.  But I’ve always felt that, you know, as writers we can be a bit more creative.  I feel that there were times when what we want is to give the audience the familiarity of the old play and we don’t want to rock that a bit too much.  So - So I was quite happy, you know, to do that because that, in the end, you know - The - The great thing is that The Estate in the end spun an original play, Iya-Ile, so yes.  So that’s - that - that - It was funny because I didn’t really want to write a sequel either.  I remember saying to Femi, “You know - You know, this isn’t Nollywood, you know.”  Yeah.  And he was like, “No, but, you know, we had such a great time on The Estate.  Wouldn’t you want to do it all over again?”  And it was true.  We had - We had an amazing time working on it, so I thought, yes, actually, why not?  So - 

PC But you had - you had amazing casts.  It was an electrifying theatre experience because I’d never seen anything like it before.  And like I said, the energy in the theatre was incredible.  

OA Yeah.  And this is, again - You know, harking back to what I said about the importance of collaboration, when you collaborate with people who are on board with what you want to do, it doesn’t just free myself up as a writer, it actually frees up everybody else, the - the music director, the actors, to experiment and to play because a - it’s also a - a play that - a kind of play that they don’t get to be in.  You know, if you’re an actor of - of African heritage, back then there weren’t that many opportunities to be all together in one play.  You had different - there were quite a number of opportunities to be the - a - an African character in one - in - in a play here and another play there, but for all of them to come together to be in one play, it was quite rare, so unless you worked - which was why it was a logical thing for me to work with Tiata Fahodzi because that’s what they were all about.  So it almost felt like - there were moments when we felt like being in - we were in a rehearsal room in Nigeria, you know, during lunch break.  People would bring out pounded yam and Supermalt, and stuff like that.  So the whole experience, the - the - the rehearsal experience and everything else around it, I think really contributed to the - to - to creating the atmosphere of the - of the play for audience.  

PC I’m going to get practical on you now because you have your doctorate, you teach, you lecture, so, clearly, there’s an academic side to you as well.  And I’m interested to know how you balance the two, and - and is there sort of practical aspect to it?  Is this how you kind of make a living when, you know, you’re between commissions?  Explain to me that relationship.

OA Yes, because, you know, we know that playwriting isn’t the most financially rewarding of occupations.  But, yes, the - the thing is is that teaching has helped a lot, not just, you know, as a means of income, but also just to - as, you know, expanding my - my reading as well.  But, yes, if - if one has to - if - if one is going into theatre, one has to think about the financial aspect of it.  I - I - I have taught in a number of universities and I only teach as an associate, not as a full-time lecturer.  One of the reasons being that that’s - I - I - I - You know, we - we’ve - we’ve - we’ve got a lot of mutual friends who have worked - who work full-time in university and checked when was the last time they wrote a play.  

PC Yeah.  

OA And that was what scared me.  That was what scared me.  When I started getting offers of sort of more full-time employment, I thought, I’m like, “I can’t be like, you know, my friend who hasn’t written a play for the past five years.”  I mean - And there are those who do cope because you - you take sabbaticals, and you go off and you - you  - you create your play, and then you come back and, you know.  And so - there are, you know, mechanisms around which you can maintain a full-time job and create work.  But you can’t - I mean, for me, what - what I had was freedom, freedom to travel, freedom to do more than one - create one piece of work at any given time.  For me, the travelling part was - was - was really important for me.  I’d - I’d go for events and conferences, you know, pertaining to theatre all over the place.  And because people knew that, “Oh, yeah, Dipo doesn’t have a - he’s not - Dipo’s not working.  Yeah, let’s ask him.”  So, you know, and I’d be like, “Oh, where - where - where are we going?”  He said, “You know, Sweden.”  “I’ve never been there before.  Yeah, of course, I’ll go,” you know.  And it’s - particularly that - the first sort of five, six year before I just thought, “Okay, I need to start being an - an adult here and - and - and find some other means of income,” I was going here, there, and everywhere, and it was - it was - there’s not - there’s no greater experience than - In terms of if - if you’re in - in the theatre field, there’s no greater experience of being able to go to other countries and observe their theatre traditions.  So it’s not going to see an international play at the Barbican or at the National, although that’s fantastic, that’s fine, but to be able to meet with practitioners, watch them work, and see their work, you know, in - in - in the context of their audience in their own theatre, and so on.  It - it’s - that - that’s - that’s been brilliant.  And I done that mostly with a - a group called The Fence, which is a - a - a panglobal network of theatre practitioners, and - and we meet every - every - once or twice a year.  Although that hasn’t happened because of the Covid restrictions over - you know, in the last two years.  But that’s afforded me an insight into - and, particularly, a lot of European theatre traditions and seeing them up close.  But, as I said, there is - there is a quid pro quo if you’re not doing something like teaching or having any other side job, you know, to it, then, yes, you - you - you sacrifice one thing for another.  

PC Yeah.  There’s a time when theatre - well, maybe just actor - actors companies - were described as paper dry feet.  In other words, you always have the “pieds poudreux” dusty feet because you’re always travelling. 

OA Yes.  

PC And I think theatre is a bit like that.  It - it’s - it becomes a passion.  And then you do other things in order to have time to make theatre, actually. 

OA Yes.  I - I - I always joke that I wish - I wish I had invested in bitcoin when it was less than 1p, you know.  If I’d done that, we wouldn’t be having this - this question would not have come up.

PC Oh, but you would’ve lost your artistic purity and - and, you know, you need to suffer.  That’s a line of reasoning that really drives me crazy.  

OA Yes.

PC Anyway, I’m going to move on.  Because you had an attachment at the National Theatre, which is kind of - that’s - that’s the top of British theatre.  So let us know, what was that like?  What - what did you take away from it?  What happened while you were there?

OA It was a great experience, and it’s one that I wish every writer would have because you - you’re actually not based in the main building, but you’re - you’re based in the National Theatre Studio, and the National Theatre Studio is like a - a lab.  It’s a laboratory of a theatre where different companies come in to experiment, you know, do work in progress and readings, so.  And, you know, being in Waterloo, just where it’s set, alone being in Waterloo with the Young Vic across - you know, opposite the Old Vic just down from you.  That whole artistic area, it was such a huge bonus.  And at the end of the day, it’s the people who make the place.  And, for me, it was being in the studio with the people there that really made it such a great experience.  It was one year that I - because I was actually in Berlin at the time, doing an academic research fellowship, and I was hoping to stay on when I got this email from Nina Steiger, the senior dramaturg, asking, “Hey, would you like to come to London?  We want to have a chat.”  So I - You know, I said, “Okay, yeah.”  And then when - when they told me what it was, I was like, “Okay, maybe I’ll just shelve Berlin for a bit, you know, and get back into theatre,” because they - they - the whole year affords you a time to just concentrate on your - on your work.  I think that’s the most…  If there’s anything about the - the space is is that it’s - they just put all their resources at your disposal to say, you know, you can experiment, you can write, you’ve got a library, you can read, but the whole year is for you just not to - to worry about, you know, financial worries and other obligations and just concentrate on your work.  And I think that’s the most important thing that any writer can hope for, you know, want it.  It’s just the time to focus.  So that was the big - big - that was the big thing for me, yeah.

PC I’m a little curious about - did you get some insight into how - sort of programming decisions were made and how - how writers like you fit into the way theatre’s being made?

OA Yes, yes.  The decision making process, it’s - because it’s just a big corporation - you know, it’s big, very big, so it’s a lot of moving parts, and so decisions are not just made just, you know, for one reason or another.  There are lots of factors that are taken into consideration.  And sometimes - Because when you’re right on the writing side, you’re just like, “I want my play on.  I don’t care about all these other stuff.  Let somebody else deal with it.”  But when you’re sort of on the inside - Because I - I’m - again, not just being at the National, but I’ve also been on the board of Soho Theatre, I’m on the board of Brixton House as well.  When you get down to the nitty-gritty and see how much effort goes into just fundraising alone before you think of all the other aspects of theatre, you sort of realise or understand how certain decisions are made.  You may not agree with them, but you sort of now realise, wow, so this is what it takes just to get from A - just to get from A to B.  Let’s not even talk about getting to Z.  And you - you sort of have a sort of realism about what, you know, theatre isn’t - is about today in buildings.  And so, you know, there’ve been lots of discussions about how - particularly now with Covid, how do we redefine theatre?  What is theatre?  You know, should all that money be going to just a certain number of companies?  And so on.  How do we divvy up funding?  And so on and so forth.  But it was a surprise a lot of people didn’t know that.  A lot of the - the - the monies that theatres actually do make, a lot of it is generated by themselves.  So, yes, you see this top-line sense of Arts Council funding, then getting this amount of money, but that only goes so far in - in - particularly I remember being at Soho, we spent - we’d spend almost a whole year organising a fundraising activity, just one night - just one night, fundraising night, a whole year.  A whole year.  Meetings, board meetings, you know, and all sorts, just to raise money to put on shows and to keep the - the theatre going.  And this was despite the fact that, you know, Soho, like the National and - and many other of the big venues, get Arts Council funding.  So it’s only - it’s only a part of it, so, yes.  So if that’s what’s going on at a venue like Soho, you can imagine what it would be like at the National.

PC But I mean when I was running Talawa, the financial became very, very, very, very important, and you learn a certain hard-nosed pragmatism, I think, about it.  But it’s just interesting to see what it operates like within a building.  That - that’s always useful that your aware of that.  

OA Yes, it - it - it is.  And, again, like I said, you know, it - we - we - we - there is this big debate about how - you know, what the theatre industry should look like, you know, from now going on, but, you know, I - I’m sort of speaking to what it is.  I - I think, for what it should be is another massive debate.

PC Yes.  And we’ll do that at some other point.  I think Pauline has a question for you now.

PW You won the Alfred Fagon Award in 2009 for Iya-Ile.  What difference did it make to you as a writer at that time and since then?

OA Well, the first thing it did was it - it - it gave me a check for £5,000.  That was the very first thing, which I gratefully accepted.  Anything - again, as I’ve always said, anything that gives a writer time to write is - is - is more than a bonus, you know.  But it gave me a sense of affirmation.  And the fact that my work was appreciated, the fact that - and, particularly, being for Iya-Ile, the fact that, you know, the kind - being the kind of play that Iya-Ile was, it gave that kind of, of work affirmation.  I remember once where a young person came up to me - I think he was of Nigerian descent and he was in drama school - and said that he never knew that work like that would ever be accepted by the mainstream.  And so, you know, imagine then winning the - the biggest award for a writer of Black - African and Caribbean descent, that is the icing on the cake.  That is the affirmation that says, you know, you’re on the right track.  Keep moving.  And particularly when I look at the winners who’ve won it in the past, and, you know, before me and those who won it after me, you know, people like Winsome Pinnock, Roy Williams, it - it’s - it’s an honour to be counted amongst that - that - that group, and then to see the - the younger writers who have been winning it.  What it is, is it’s about carrying on a heritage of Black performance in this country because Black performance in this country is a confluence of African, Caribbean, American, and British - Black British traditions.  And what that award does is that, is that creates that narrative of telling you where - that you’re part of that heritage, you’re part of that lineage.  And so it - it’s been - it’s had such a big influence on me psychologically in that sense.  It - It - It’s just something - It’s something that I - I think it - it’s a bit hard to express beyond what I’ve said, but it - it’s an award that I think is - It - Its importance should not be underestimated.  

PC And I think it’s become consistently more important.  I remember early days of just fighting to keep it alive.  

OA Yes.

PC And now - now it’s - it’s - it’s settled, it’s got a place, and you know when you see people like Michaela Coel and Theresa Ikoko who’ve gone on to do amazing things, you know, it’s - it’s just vitally important.  

OA Yes.  And that’s what I meant about the idea of the - the heritage of - of Black - of the piece.  And you look at all those who’ve won it and those who, you know, who have won it over the past years and what they’ve gone on to achieve, it’s - it’s an affirmation of Black excellence, really.  So I - I’ve - Not only have I won it, but, you know, I’ve been on the committees over the years, have read plays that I probably would never have come across if I hadn’t.  And I’m - And I’m talking not just of the plays that have won, but even those - the plays that didn’t win, talking about, you know, what the quality of that work, talking about reading about new experiences, because not all those plays are set in London, you know.  Some are set, you know, all over the country.  And you get a sense of it because we can be a bit tribal in terms of - you know, we’re London-centric, you know, a lot of the times.  So when you - you see a competition like that and you see - I remember, was it - Mufaro’s play that won, and that was set in Nottingham.  

PW Mufaro Makubika.
OA Yes.  And that was set in Nottingham.  And I remember seeing that at the - at Theatre Royal Stratford East and - and thinking - and I remember how blown away I was by - by - by the play.  And, again, would I have gone to see it if it hadn’t had the stamp of Alfred Fagon Award on it?  I - I’m not so sure I would have, only because there are just so many plays that one can see.  And, you know, it’s so interesting that those of us who create the work are the ones who can least afford to go and see it, so…

PC Isn’t that the truth?  Yes, yes.

OA Yes, so…  But, you know, the fact that, oh, it’s won the Alfred Fagon Award, it’s, you know - that was like, okay, yeah, I’m going to see it.  And, again, like I said, you know, I was just blown away by it.  So, yes, it’s - it’s been a big one for me, the Alfred Fagon Award, not just winning it, but also being a part of it, keeping up to date with it.  I’ve - I’ve attended nearly -  I can’t remember how many award ceremonies I’ve attended, but I’ve attended quite a few, quite a few.  Even the award ceremony is such a buzz of us Black theatre practitioners coming together, you know, coming together.  It’s almost that celebratory atmosphere of coming together, but also seeing that we’re still here.  We’re still here, we’re still - we’re still working, we’re still thriving, we’re still creating work.  We - we - we are a community.  And I think Alfred Fagon, the award puts a stamp on that as well.

PW We’re going to hear an extract now from Iya-Ile.  The Times said the play is “satirical, yet sympathetic, brutal, yet beautifully observed.” 
[This extract is from Act 2, Scene 2 and is read by Stefan Adegbola and Diana Yekinni, and directed by Angela Ekaette Michaels]
PC The upheaval after the death of George Floyd and the emergence of the Black Lives Matter movement, the Covid pandemic, we’re clearly in times of absolutely huge change.  But I’m interested from where you sit, what changes have you noticed and do you see any trends continuing into the future? 

OA Oh, well, that - that’s - that’s a big…

PC Yeah, sorry about that.

OA That’s a big question.  That is a - that’s a big question.  But it’s a question that speaks to the times we’re in, and we’ve all had those debates.  We - we all have had our opinions.  And watching, you know, the - the events in America about George - George Floyd and others who have been victims of police oppression has made - It - it’s made everybody think.  The Black Lives Matter movement has made everybody think, not in terms of just us being people in the diaspora here and in America, but also back in Africa as well.  It - it is a massive social movement because it’s become necessary.  And the reason for its necessity is because although we - on the surface, a lot things have changed, and we have to say things have changed and, yes, mostly for the better.  If we didn’t say, it - then it - it  - it’s - we could point a finger at society, but then we’d also have to look at ourselves and that what have we been doing for ourselves.  We cannot deny ourselves our own - what we have achieved over the years as well.  So in - in that vein, the Black Lives Matter movement is important because it’s about saying that, you know, it’s been - it’s - it’s been time a long time ago.  It hasn’t been just time now just because of the - the - the movement.  It’s been time a long, long time, and people are fed up of waiting, of saying, “Oh, be patient.  You know, these things take time.”  It didn’t take that much time for people to, you know, go over to Africa and put people in slave ships, you know, and once it started, it accelerated.  So for - for us as Black people, particularly for those of us in Britain, of course we’ve - we  - we ourselves have had to think about this, both locally and globally.  And for - for me, I - I’m thinking in terms of what that means, not - to me as a writer in terms of representation.  So the question I would ask myself if I were to bring, you know, these issues to a much more personal, professional level is what kind of plays would I write now?  And would I have written - some plays that I had written in the past, would I write them now?  And if I did, how would I write them?  So these movements have made me think personally about what’s my own contribution to the cause, you know?  Because that’s the most important thing.  We can talk about the big - you know, the - the big issues that are taking place around the - the - the world.  We mustn’t forget that in Nigeria, we had the End SARS movement, where a lot of young people were shot by - by the - by - by the police just for protesting for an end to police brutality, if you can get the irony of that.  So we - we - we - we have to think - I have to think.  What does it mean me as a writer working in Britain today?  What do all these things mean?  What - even - because even things like the climate crisis affects Black people disproportionately?  There was some research done in - in America, and the hottest places - The - the research was done in - one was done in Richmond, one - in Richmond, Virginia, and one was done in New York.  The hottest places in both those states were places where - that were predominantly Black.  So even - There’s a kind of apartheid in terms of where you have trees, lawns, and vegetation that provides shade, and in places where it doesn’t, which points to the structural issue of housing.  So while we say that certain things have progressed and moved on, there are still underlying structural problems which we need to address.  And I - I think, as - as a writer who is interested in those things, those are the sort of things that I - I will - would love - I will incorporate in - in - in my work.

PC Since your work is very strong at exploring the general through the particular, and I think maybe that’s what could become a real focus - with these huge issues, can be explored on a focused and particular level, and that - that - those kinds of stories can help to build change.

OA Yes.  And particularly within the British context.  Because a lot of the time, we do speak about other places, particularly America, but also within a British context, it is to continue to narrate stories that are not being told.  And I - I’m reminded of this mostly by recently having seen Winsome Pinnock’s Rockets and Blue Lights, which I actually saw twice at the National Theatre.  And what - what I appreciated it for the most was that this was a - a - a writer, very experienced - a talented writer writing about the issues of slavery and the ongoing consequences of it within a British context.  Because a lot of the time, it seems a lot of it - We - we - we get a lot of those stories mostly from African-American perspectives, which is fine.  I - I - I go to see all that work.  I love their work.  But at the same time, you always have a nagging feeling, but I’m sure that there are writers telling these stories in Britain, and they are.  So the question becomes so why aren’t they being performed on the main stages, you know?  So it boils down again to what we were talking about, the - the structural issues that affect us.  These are the things that are - that are being highlighted in - in terms of Black representation today, in - in terms of the issues around the Black Lives Matter movement.  Because it’s not just a - a - a movement, like a political movement.  It’s now a thing - something that has become a thing that people are beginning to look at and - and - and consider.  When you look at the way in which, say, for instance, Black footballers were treated.  And it wasn’t just because of the European Cup, it’s - it’s been just an ongoing thing.  You just need to go on social media and see the way that they are harassed.  So these issues are not going to go away, but the great thing is that they’re being highlighted.  They’re not being swept under the carpet or - that people are not being told.  What’s happens is that, it’s not because people are not being told, Black people have refused to be told to grin and bear it, that it’s just one of those things and it will all blow over.  We’re saying, “Yes, well, that’s been going on for years and it hasn’t stopped.  Okay, it happened in my generation.  I do not want it to happen to my children,” you know.

PC Yes.  That’s - that’s very powerful.  That was what was - he was referring to it and he was talking about the confidence with which this generation of writers write about being Black and British.

OA Yes.  Yes, because the idea is that, okay, so we - we’re British.  If we’re British, then we - we want to be unequivocally British.  But that doesn’t mean we have to subscribe to a kind of Britishness, which is in itself a myth anyway because all you need to do is go and move from one part of London to the other to see the different particularities that shape Britishness or of being London.  You know, you travel to Manchester and there’s a different sensibility.  You know you’re in Manchester.  You know you’re in England, but you know you’re in Manchester, you know.  So a Black person from Manchester or from Birmingham, you recognise - once they speak, you’ll recognise that they are from this.  So there are even different kinds of Blackness in - in - in that regard as well.  So for us, these are the different things that we are negotiating.  But one thing that we - we don’t - one thing that we refuse is for that experience to be diminished, to be relegated, or to be told that it’s of no consequence, and that you have to get with some programme that actually doesn’t really exist.  It’s just mostly loads of competing interests, and then depending on where we are, we are asked to be part of that.  The moment you move into another sphere, you’re asked to become part of that as well.

PW So now we come to our last question.  What is the best thing about being Oladipo Agboluaje?

 OA Wow.  I had to think long and hard about that, you know, question, and I - I was going to say, “Maybe we can not ask that question,” but, I don’t know, I think that - what are the - the - the best things?  Well, I - I believe I’m gifted with a sense of humour and I think a lot people appreciate that, so I do like that about myself.  I - I - I like the fact that I’ve been able to pursue my career as a writer, that I never gave up on that, you know.  Like most people, you know, give up a lot of things that one gives up on, but the fact that I decided to stay with this, that - the idea that it’s Oladipo Agboluaje, playwright.  That’s a thing that I love about myself as well.  I like that I’m in a - a theatre community and like that I’m - I’m part of a community, general theatre community and a Black theatre community.  As I harked back to the Alfred Fagon question, that idea when we all come together and how we respond and react to each other, it’s - it’s - it’s beautiful.  It’s a thing of beauty.  And what else?  I - I do like the fact that I can get up every afternoon to do a hard day’s work, you know, being a - a writer.  

PC That’s - that’s - that’s (overlapping conversation - Yes, brilliant.  I like that very much, yes.  Dipo, thank you very much.  It’s been lovely talking to you.

OA Thank you.  Thank you, Pat.  Thank you, Pauline.
PW Do check with our website theamplifyproject.co.uk for other podcasts in this series and for further information about Black British writing. 
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