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

and Theresa Ikoko. 

Theresa Ikoko is an award-winning playwright and screenwriter.  She studied psychology 

and criminology and has worked on social inclusion and community engagement projects 

within prisons and with youth communities, before she began writing full-time.  Her awards 

include the Alfred Fagon Award for Best New Play in 2015 and the George Devine Award for 

Most Promising Playwright in 2016.  With Clare Wilson, she co-wrote the screenplay for 

Rocks, which won the Best British Independent Film Award in 2020 and was shortlisted for a 

BAFTA for Best Original Screenplay.  We get the feeling that she is only just getting started 

on what will be a stellar career. 

Patricia Cumper Theresa Ikoko, welcome to The Amplify Project. 

Theresa Ikoko Hi guys, thanks for having me. 

PC There's two things I want to say.  First of all, I'm so glad we finally got to do this because 

we've been working on it for a while.  And the other thing is for our audience, we're doing 

this on the internet rather than in a studio.  So, if you have any questions about the levels, 

that may be why.  Okay, right.  I have the first question.  We're always curious about a 

writer's formative influences.  When did you become aware of words and stories and what 

part did they play in your childhood? 

TI Oh, that's a really good question.  When did I become aware of words and stories?  I think 

I've always been really mindful of words.  I think growing up in a particularly religious 

household, there was a lot of conversation about truth and truth telling.  So, I think I always 

believed that words were really, really, really powerful.  And then I think in terms of 

storytelling and probably in school, I really loved my English teachers or teachers who gave 

me books.  And I remember like escaping into like a different world, but by reading books, I 

remember reading Roll of Thunder, Hear My Cry when I was little and just feeling like 

amazed that I could be transported to a whole different place and really genuinely feel 

those feelings and experience those stories.  I found them really quite powerful.  I used to 

rush to get to the top bunk after school and just like disappear for hours and hours and 

hours into books.  It was like a destination for me.  So, yeah I think maybe without realising, 

I became aware of the power of stories probably around primary school. 

Pauline Walker When did you decide what sort of writing you wanted to do and why write 

for the stage? 
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TI I don't think I ever really decided.  I think it was more so that Talawa Theatre Company 

specifically were just so supportive.  They knew that I was a writer before I did because a 

friend of mine had said to me that, I only had one friend who knew that I was writing and 

share stories with him and he said, he thought it was really good and said I really should get 

somebody else to tell me it's good so I would believe them because I didn't really value his 

judgement that much.  So when he found a script reading service which turned out to be 

Talawa Theatre Company and sent my work to them, basically from the moment that 

Michael Buffong had asked me to put that piece of work in Talawa Firsts festival, from then 

they basically had held my hand all the way through and handed me over to the next person 

in my career.  So I've always been shown the world as I write it.  So I discover the world as 

I'm writing in that world, if that makes sense.  Writing my first play was because I was with a 

theatre company who supported and nurtured my writing. 

PW Can you tell us a little bit about Girls, which was your first play, it was an award-winning 

play.  How did it come into being?  What was the original spark and how did it develop? 

TI The spark came from a conversation I was having with Daniel Bailey.  We were talking 

about just the news and about how sometimes it can be quite difficult as a woman to 

consume news because you see images of women, how women can be used as pawns in 

that game and how invisible they become even though they become powerful tokens in 

their game but they themselves become invisible and unnamed and unknown and how 

much I wanted to know them, all of these different women across the world who are 

statistics or numbers in reports.  I wanted to know them so I just sat down and started to 

get to know a handful of them.  And that's where those characters emerged from those 

conversations and from that need to connect. 

PC Was there any sort of improvisational work that was done or was it just you sitting and 

writing on the page? 

TI Yeah, just me sitting and writing. 

PC That's pretty amazing because the characters are so clearly defined, have quite separate 

voices. 

TI Thank you.  I think, because I was just for my own curiosities, I think I got to spend time 

with the characters in my head to connect.  I think that really helped that process.  I think 

that's what I've done, I've tried to do in all my work, just spending time with the characters 

and letting the characters' voices lead.  I get to know them first before the story unveils. 

PW How long did it take you to write? 

TI Not that long because I was actually on commission to write something else with Talawa 

and was struggling.  So I asked for a 2-week break from the commission and I was something 

I wrote in between because like I was saying before, it all happened quite fast.  I didn't really 

understand writing for commission and writing for myself.  So, while I was struggling to 

write for commission because that was a really scary unknown thing, in my break, I wrote 
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for myself, which is what I was and then when I shared that with Jane Fallowfield, she was 

like, this is just writing.  Writing is just writing.  And I had to break that homework mentality 

that I had initially.  I had two weeks to write it because I took that two week break and that 

was the Alfred Fagon deadline as well.  So it was a really good focus for me. 

PC Okay, I may be asking completely the wrong question then because it seemed to me that 

you're a writer who works well with others.  Do you have a collaborative process in writing?  

You just said that you write alone.  Does all your writing essentially just come from you? 

TI Rocks was a big collaboration.  I think it's easier to collaborate on screen because even 

after you've written the whole thing, you still work with the director, you still work with a 

costume person or location person.  You still have to have conversations about what is 

feasible and how does your interpretation of this piece of work harmonise with my 

intention for this piece of work.  There is a huge collaboration all the time, constantly.  

PC Mostly more for screen than for theatre though?  

TI Yeah.  I've only had my one play so I wouldn't be able to tell you.  

PC You wouldn't generalise?  No, no, that's absolutely fair.   

TI But I think even with theatre though, because you go into rehearsal and things in your 

head sometimes - I always say that once I'm done with my characters, I get a lot of joy from 

sharing them and then seeing other people connect to them and know them.  So even in 

theatre if you're in rehearsal and things that felt right on paper maybe feels differently in 

the body of the actor who now knows that character just as well as I do, there's a 

conversation to be had around that.  And if costume have an idea that tells the story a 

different way, there's a lot of conversations to be had around that.  And so I think it's all a 

consistent, continuous collaboration.  I also think, particularly with theatre, because it is live 

every time, I go to see Girls and then afterwards we'd have conversations about what felt 

good, what really resonated, what was missed, what was lost, what was dropped and how 

do we pick that up again?  And so, it's a constant for the whole run of theatre.  It is a 

constant live, fluid piece of art. 

PC Yes, and good actors.  It's just wonderful to see your words coming out of their mouths 

and they add, I always think that if you have your subtext strong, you give other people 

freedom to work on other aspects of it.  The design, the voice, all of that sort of thing.  But 

your subtexts are really strong in terms of the arc of the drama you're writing.  

TI Thank you. 

PW How did it feel hearing the audience's reaction to Girls? 

TI That was really special.  It was a very black audience well, a lot of the time in Soho 

[Theatre] when I watched it in Soho and I think that for me felt really special.  It felt like 

home.  I think particularly because of how people were interacting with the play in a way 

that I hadn't seen before in theatre.  I hadn't been to tons of theatre, so it could have just 
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been because I hadn't seen it but there was people talking back to the actors and reacting 

loudly.  There was gasp, there was responses, there was teeth kissing and I loved all of that.  

There were people eating, people commenting to each other.  It was just so alive.  I felt 

really privileged to be able to do something that calls us all together for that level of like 

community and communion.  People laugh together, they cry together.  It just felt really 

special to be a part of that experience for people. 

PW How did winning the Alfred Fagon Award and the George Devine Award change things 

for you? 

TI Oh, I think everything at that stage, at the beginning of my career with I, was, I think all of 

it, from it being even produced to then going on to win awards,  I think people who were 

curious about my work or who were reading my work, I think maybe read my work or 

approached my work with a level of pre-approval.  I think people, particularly with theatre, I 

think people like, producers of theatre and screen, I think they take theatre seriously, they 

take playwrights seriously.  And I think to be able to have two really well-respected, amazing 

awards to go out into the world I think it really offered me a level of like grace and favour 

that I'm forever grateful for. 

PW And what kind of doors were open to you? 

TI I think people were reading my work.  I think that's a real privilege for people to read, just 

to read your work because there are hundreds and hundreds of scripts on hundreds and 

hundreds of desks across the country.  I think having the success of Girls like, at the same 

time when my first TV spec script was going out after doing 4Screenwriting, I think that was 

probably 2017 to 2018.  Having I come out and do well around the same time as my TV spec 

script was going out into the world, I think, gave me a really good footing, a really good path 

into people's offices and into general meetings and into people thinking about me for ideas 

or thoughts or books or whatever that came across their desk.  I think it was really helpful. 

PC Are there any people and organisations that helped you along the way? 

TI Yeah, so theatre, what started off with Talawa, being supportive and really held my hand.  

They're the ones who introduced me to that Fagon Award and the George Devine Award 

and also, 4Screenwriting, which is how I got into television.  And also, I'd say HighTide 

Theatre Company, Royal Court as well, the National [Theatre].  And then in terms of once I 

got into TV, oh, and specifically I just want to say Jane Fallowfield, who from Talawa Theatre 

Company all the way to Royal Court has been super supportive.  It's been great to have 

those relationships and people who kind of follow you across your career and keep you 

across theirs as well.  And similarly in TV, I had good connections with BBC Writers Room, 

through Abigail Gondo and people at Channel 4 and Film 4 and BBC have been super 

supportive.  So, yeah, I've been very fortunate with the companies and channels. 

PC I like the way you say fortunate.  I think it has a great deal to do with your talent as a 

writer as well.  Those organisations are looking for talent and when they see it, they're 
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absolutely right to support it, I think.  You centre women in your stories a lot.  I know it's 

kind of obvious, but could you tell me a little bit more about why you do that? 

TI Yeah, just, I mean, you know, I love women. I love being a woman.  I love women.  I have 

sisters who I am particularly close with and I have friends who have shaped and changed my 

world and it's just really exciting for me to tell that there are so many different stories to tell 

about women and for women and of women.  And I'm really glad to be part of the 

storytellers that are added to our canon of, you know, female protagonists and female 

relationships and mother-daughter dynamics and female friendship and all the things that 

you think of when you Google references for women.  I'm just really keen to yeah, to add to 

the collection of stories about us.  

PC It's interesting that in the Black British community, the majority of theatre-goers are 

women.  I think it's just a very healthy thing that we're telling our own stories.  How did you 

find being part of the world of theatre, which is quite an interesting world? 

TI It was great.  I didn't know anything about it until I joined.  I find theatre really fascinating, 

how much pressure is on theatre.  For myself, I was talking to somebody recently about why 

I find theatre so hard to write because I expect theatre to change the world.  And when I go 

to theatre, I expect my world to be changed.  So, it felt really, really daunting and really 

fascinating to be a part of this thing that I consider to be able to change the world.  When I 

think about my time in theatre with Girls, it felt like a real special, kind of surreal thing, 

almost like being behind the curtain. 

PW Your film, Rocks, also won awards.  Tell us about moving from playwriting to 

screenwriting.  How did that come about? 

TI It came about because the producers of Rocks had gone to see Girls in the theatre and 

they really liked it.  Faye Ward, she really liked it.  She responded to it and had been talking 

about making a film that centred girlhood and women, young women in London.  So she 

thought that maybe my voice could be a part of telling that story.  She introduced me to the 

rest of the creative team and we collaborated over the period of around a year before we 

started shooting. 

PW And how did that feel to be approached in that way? 

TI It was great.  I was doing a lot of general meetings at the time, so, you never quite know 

what the conversation is going to be like or about, if you're going to connect with the 

people.  But it felt great to be having a conversation with a woman from London about 

being a woman from London and about being a young woman from London.  It felt great to 

go and have other conversations and working with women was a particularly joyful and 

edifying and I think I grew as a person in that process, even less from a career perspective 

and more from a personal perspective, it was a real defining part of my life, I would say.   

PC For me, Rocks is like the perfect example of exploring the general through the specific, by 

which I mean the themes are universal, but the world is very specific and I think it's one that 
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you know very well.  Could you tell us about your relationship with those young people 

whose lives you write about? 

TI I think just being a young person from London who grew up, I think I'm very close to my 

own experiences and the experiences of the people that I grew up with and around because 

we all still live where we lived growing up, we're still very much connected to our time as 

kids.  I think there's probably that part of me that I'm serving for and then I've done a lot of 

youth work and worked with a lot of young people growing up in and around London in 

various circumstances from like from care leavers to carers to young mums, people in and 

out of institutions.  So I think I have a lot of voices in my head and a lot of stories that are 

close to my heart that probably find their way out through these stories that I tell. 

PC I wonder sometimes when your characters gain a voice, when you're going for the 

screen, do you have to change anything about the way your characters speak to make them 

more accessible?  Have you always kept their kind of authentic voices?  How did you work 

around that? 

TI I've always kept their authentic voices.  That's always been really important to me 

because, I think for me, I write for very much from a place of character.  The characters are 

in charge.  There are things that I would like my characters to do.  There are easier decisions 

or better decisions that I would like my characters to make that they just won't and they 

can't.  I couldn't force my characters to say or do anything that they wouldn't say or do.  I 

think it would break the world.  I think it would rip the seams of it if I started doing that. 

PC There's a lot of nodding going on here because absolutely, I agree with you.  There is an 

integrity that comes with the character work.  It may even work against plot and event, but 

it's a very important integrity.  I heard you speak once and you said that writing for the 

screen was easier than writing for the stage. 

TI Yeah, for me, yeah. 

PC What specifically is it?  I've heard that theatre is a writer's medium, television is a 

director's medium and film is a producer's medium.  Does that resonate with you at all? 

TI That's not been my experience, but I know that I've had quite, favoured experiences, but I 

think for me, why I think I find screen easier, or why I find, it’s not that I find screen easier, I 

think I find theatre difficult, is because of the pressure that I personally put on theatre.  Like 

I said, I want theatre to change the world.  So, whenever I go to sit down to write a play, and 

I've sat down many times since Girls to write a play, I'm always like, what do you want to 

say?  What do you have to say?  Why is what you have to say worth people travelling all 

across London, paying their money and sitting in an uncomfortable seat for an hour and a 

half?  And I think I didn't have those thoughts or feelings when I was writing Girls because I 

didn't really know theatre, I didn't know the world, I didn't have any expectations or put any 

pressure on it.  But it's like I've gotten to know it since and it's like, oh no, how did I get 

here?  I don't know if I have anything else to say that is worthy of that space right now or I 

don’t know, there are no stories that are there and I think sometimes I feel the story is 
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percolating and I get to sit down and I don't quite know, I can't quite hear the characters 

clearly enough.  I don't quite know what the story is and why everyone's together on that 

stage in this moment.  So I'm thinking about theatre.  I'm always thinking about theatre, but 

I find it more challenging than anything else. 

PC Could you tell us a little bit about what you're working on now?  I know it's quite a 

private industry, but is there anything you could tell us? 

TI We just had Grime Kids go out on BBC3 and BBC iPlayer last week.  So, that's been a nice 

sort of a break to come off working full time like, 12 hours a day, every single day for 18 

months.  Not to mention the three years before that, actually writing the show but those 18 

months of production were super intense.  I took a little week, two week break and now I'm 

back on working on my BBC1 show called Wahala, which we will be filming at some point in 

the near future. 

PC Can I ask a question from the point of view of being somewhat older than you.  Are you 

looking after yourself?  Because to write 12 hours a day for that long is tough.  How do you 

look after yourself? 

TI Not very well.  Those 12 hours a day were more production, post-production, so, studios 

and stuff but honestly, I'm not going to lie, I looked after myself terribly and I think I just 

didn't know.  I had no clue the beast of making TV.  So, I wasn't, like, you know, it's like if 

you plan on, I'm just going across the road.  You don't want to just put your jacket on, even 

though it could be snowing outside.  If you're going across the road, you don't want to put 

your jacket on but then across the road gets further and further and further away and 

before you know it, you're running a marathon without your jacket on and I think that was 

literally how I went into TV.  I thought, oh, I'm just going across the road.  Somewhere 

familiar, somewhere I know I'm telling a story but I had no idea the levels of TV.  So I wasn't 

prepared at all.  I didn't look after myself but I think now that I know that, oh, it's a 

marathon we're running, cool, I'll bring snacks.  I'll have appropriate footwear and I'll 

definitely put my jacket on.   

PW  So you're sticking with the screen, small and large? 

TI I think all of it, I'm trying it all.  I don't think I have to, I don't think I'll ever get to a point 

where I have to choose how I tell stories.  Who knows, maybe one day I'll do an Andre 3000 

and release a flute album.  But I think, you know, if there's a story in me and if there's a 

place that I can tell it, I think I will.  

PC I'm sure it would be an absolutely lovely album if you did.   

TI Thank you.  

PC I'm going to ask you a kind of a general question now, kind of a horizon scanning 

question.  Where do you see your writing and sort of Black British screenwriting in general 

going right now? 
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TI Honestly, I think the sky's the limit.  I feel like there are so many great storytellers like 

who are doing it before I started doing it.  And there are so many great storytellers who are 

doing it at the same time that I'm, you know, really lucky to be doing it.  There are so many 

shows like from, you know, Black Ops to Champion to Jimmy Was Black.  I just think what's 

happening now is amazing and I'm really looking forward to the people who are coming 

next.  I've been fortunate to do talks or to read scripts from newer writers and I'm just like 

the future of storytelling is very much safe.  And I just really hope that the institutions and 

the processes and the platforms will be able to hold the talent that's coming through, hold 

them safely and effectively and sustainably. 

PC I'm watching Pauline nodding her head very strongly when you say that because it's one 

thing to start a career.  It's another thing to sustain it and to have a space in which to 

express changing stories.  We spoke to so many writers whose output has changed maybe 

every 10 or 15 years.  So that's a lovely point about holding people safe.  

PW What does it mean to you to be described as a Black writer?  Is that a description that 

you accept? 

TI Yeah, but I completely understand if people don't accept it.  So, I accept it because for 

me, the word in that description that I struggled with the most was being called a writer.  

Like. I used to always say, I write.  If someone else introduced myself, I'd say, oh, hi, my 

name's Theresa, I write.  I was very specific about the word that I use.  If I had to say writer, I 

would do inverted commas.  I'd do a quote sign.  I'd always try and distance myself from 

that word because I wasn't sure the expectations that that word brought, I wasn't sure if I 

qualified or even if I wanted to qualify.  You know, I wasn't sure if I wanted to commit to 

that title.  So, for me, writer is the word of those two that I struggled with the most.  I 

understand if people struggle with being classified as Black.  For me, being called Black 

anything is always a plus.  I don't consider that label to be a subtraction of anything but 

that's my personal experience of the word Black.  And I haven't felt pushed to distance 

myself or to separate myself from being called Black.   

PC There seems to be a progression from sort of stereotypes about Black people, we're 

beginning to have archetypes about Black people and then with writing like yours and 

what's coming up, the complexity and the nuances of what it means to be Black and to be 

British or to be Black in the whole world, I think that's beginning to come through more and 

more.  

TI Yeah.  And I guess that's why for me, like being folded into those Black ideas is helpful, 

right?  Because the more variation that we have with Black anything, I think is always 

helpful.  I think the thing that makes people distance from that title can be some negative 

stereotypes or some negative tropes, which I completely get the frustration from that 

association.  But I think the more of us that offer stories and characters and versions of 

ourselves that aren't that, and we hold on to that Black label, we get to make it what we 

want it.  I don't know if that makes – 

PC It makes complete sense.  
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PW And now we've come to our final question, which is, what is the best thing about being 

Theresa Ikoko?  

TI The best thing about being me, honestly, is like super horny and irrelevant, but like my 

friends and family, like I just have the best.  I have the best friends that I've ever seen out 

there.  Apart from the friends who introduced Meghan Markle to Prince Harry, they're 

probably better friends than my friends because they haven't introduced me to a Prince yet.  

But apart from those friends, I think I have the best friends out there.  They show up and 

show out every time and I have family who yeah, who, really, really, really care, like 

objectively care about me.  And I think they would care about me even if, you know, the 

kind of love that you feel that these people were born to love you.  So, yeah, I think it's my 

friends and family.  Not all of them.  Most of them.  

PC Well, Theresa, thank you very, very much for being part of The Amplify project.  

TI Thank you.  So nice to speak to you guys. 
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