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     Beru Tessema 

            In conversation with Jonny Wright 

 

Jonny Wright (JW): You're a man of many talents and you're in high demand. We 

had to reschedule, to reschedule this podcast because you had some teaching to 

do... 

Beru Tessema (BT): Yeah. 

JW: [continuation]... at RADA today. 

BT: Yeah. Yeah. 

JW: So, you are an alumni of RADA as well, is that right? 

BT: Yes. Yes. 

JW: So, RADA for anyone that doesn't know, is like, it's like the top, it's the top 

drama school. 
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BT: Yeah, it is. It is. 

JW: So, the man, the Man City of drama schools. 

BT: It is, it is. It is. 

JW: Or the Liverpool of drama schools, I guess I have to say. But yeah, I mean, 

how, how was that going to RADA and then how is it now teaching, yeah, teaching 

students and how do you incorporate that into your, into your writing?  

BT: You know what? There's something about teaching acting that for me is a 

kind of exploration of, you know, the craft. And especially when you're working on 

a script or when you're thinking about, you know, a project you're working on, 

being in a rehearsal space or being, you know, in a workshop space and you are 

exploring and kind of testing and trying, what works about acting. You know what 

I mean? What actors can reveal about the character, about the story, and, you 

know, ways of collaborating with actors is really the thing that I value most, that I 

get from teaching acting actually.  

JW: The first time I actually saw your... oh, I did a short film of yours. 

BT: Yeah, you did. Yeah, that was amazing. Like, great performance. Yeah.  

JW: And that, was that your first short film? 
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BT: That, that was actually like, that was the second one. 

JW: The second one. 

BT: That was the second one. Yeah, yeah. That was more ambitious. And I 

remember... that, that scene you did, I, I, you know, there was just some... we got 

so lucky with the way it was lit with the kind of location and just the character, the 

bike that I've actually wanted to find a way of recreating that particular scene in 

another project.  

JW: With a better actor. 

BT: Not with a, you know, with you, we can do it with you. But like, no, no, but 

just, just sim... visually. I just, that's actually, I love that moment in the film visually. 

You know, this kind of orange, kind of purple light in… it's summer and it was like 

this old church and, you know, this character cycling up, you know, to the 

protagonist and all of that. I love that.  

JW: So, how important then are visuals in your writing? Because a lot of writers, 

it's like, it's all about the dialogues, all about dialogue and you do fantastic 

dialogue. 

BT: Thank you. 
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JW: But just hearing you then obviously and seeing your work, the visuals are 

very important. 

BT: Yeah. Yeah. 

JW: And how, yeah, how important are they to you?  

BT: You know what, it's like visual, like... obviously for me, when it comes to like 

film and screen, it's all about the visuals. 

JW: Mm-hmm. 

BT: It's all about the visuals. Do you know what I mean? And, but, but... 

JW: A lot of writers forget that.  

BT: Yeah. It's all, you know, and, and there's something about dialogue that I 

feel like can get in the way when it comes to, you know, writing for screen. Like, 

that scene I mentioned, you know, one of the reasons why it just, it stays with me 

because it's, it doesn't depend on what the characters are saying. Everything's 

happening through the behaviour that we are seeing on screen and it's, that's all 

visual. So, but when it comes to like, stage, the thing I love about writing for the 

theatre is like, all you have is dialogue really. And the dialogue can be visual, but 

it can only work if it's active. Do you know what I mean? 
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If it's active, visual kind of like muscular language that I think is easy for, you know, 

good actors to really step into. But yeah, but on screen, I just feel like one has to 

be quite... I think one has to be, you know, like really careful with the way you 

employ dialogue; because otherwise it can, it can crowd the space, you know, and 

kind of distract the audience, you know. 

JW: Absolutely.  

BT: Yeah. 

JW: And then when I became an audience member, the first time I was an 

audience member, one of your pieces was a theatre piece... 

BT: Yes. 

JW: [continuation]... at the Bush, and it had a fantastic actor in it. It was you.  

BT: Oh!  

JW: It was your, what was it called? 

BT: Exile In North Weezy. 

JW: There we go. Exile In North Weezy. And... and it was at the Bush in, I feel like 

it was in between one of the lockdowns. 
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BT: Yeah. Yeah. It was, it was. Yeah, like Dan. 

JW: [Interrupts] And how was that experience being in it and writing it? Yeah, it 

was, it was a one man, yeah, just describe it briefly. 

BT: Yeah. So, it's a char... it is about twins and it's you know, it's kind of exploring 

mental health and you know, the kind of...  

JW: [Interrupts] So, it was a one man show with two characters? 

BT: With two characters, exactly. One man show with two characters. That 

show, it was like we, you know, we were... at the Bush, we were testing, you know, 

ways of working with audiences because we were just coming out of like 

lockdown. And you know, there is something about that piece in particular at that 

stage, you know, it had a kind of performance poetry feel to it. You know, so you 

can achieve it with one actor. You know, it really did depend on the words and the 

way those words were delivered. You know what I mean? It kind of like, had to be 

two very distinct POVs, you know, one POV is struggling with mental health, the 

other one is trying to, is trying to kind of connect, you know, with, with the other 

character. So, the kind of opposition or the kind of obstacle was clear. But for me, 

you know, one thing I always bear in mind is I used to hear, you know, like I used 

to hear this thing of like, you know, Shakespeare... when Shakespeare wrote, it 

was like it was written to be spoken. 
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Any, any play that's written, it's written to be spoken. It's not written to be read. 

You know, and so that's always in my head. So there's, so that was a great 

opportunity for me to like, speak the words out loud and in speaking the words 

out loud, seeing what worked and what didn't. You know what I mean? So yeah, it 

was, yeah, it's kind of amazing actually, like having an opportunity to kind of, you 

know, go there with it. 

JW: And I, I agree with absolutely with what you say about that theatre is meant 

to be seen and spoken.  

BT: Yeah.  

JW: But don't do yourself, don't do yourself dirty, man because I've just, 

because I've seen, I've seen your plays, seen all, all three of your plays at the, 

they've been on at the Bush, and now I've read them. 

BT: Yeah. Okay. Okay, cool.  

JW: And they read well, you know. They read well. 

BT: Thank you. Thank you. Thank you. 

JW: So, your first [indeterminable] play at the Bush...  

BT: Was House of Ife.  
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JW: Exactly. 

BT: Yeah. House of Ife. Yeah. 

JW: So, talk to me, man. Twins. Twins is a theme of the, the short film I was in of 

yours. The... 

BT: Yeah, it's kind of like, you know, duality. I'm like, I'm, so, I'm really interested 

in like duality. I'm really interested in, you know, different ways that people can 

respond to the same circumstances. Do you know what I mean? And, and I'm also 

like really interested in, in the question around like nature versus nurture. 

JW: Mm-hmm. 

BT: Do you know what I mean? And like choices that people make and like, to 

what extent does their environment affect that? And to what extent does the, 

there's who they are affect that. And, and also that I think there's a kind of poetry 

to Twins that I kind of find, you know, appealing as well, and, and a way of just, 

yeah, digging into perspectives.  

JW: And it's that effect as well on, on mental health. I know, especially in those, 

the three pieces we've just mentioned. 

BT: Yeah, definitely.  
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JW: And so, yeah, what's your relationship to writing about that?  

BT: I feel, you know, for me it's something that I've, I've, I've seen, and you know, 

like particularly in the, you know, African and African Caribbean communities, you 

know, in like Western diaspora, I think this is, this is a big theme and, and it's 

something I've seen people go through. You know, and I just feel like it's not given 

enough of a space to be discussed, to be, you know, examined, to be thinking 

about ways of particularly young men and young men and women who, who go 

through these experiences to do with mental health. 

And sometimes, you know, things escalate and get worse rather than 

interventions that can, that can, you know, help them basically. And I think part of 

that is to do with, there's not enough awareness around it, you know. And 

particularly when it comes to like, you know, within the African and Caribbean 

communities, there's something about the clash of cultures, you know, that I think 

can contribute to you know, mental health.  

JW: Two warring souls. 

BT: Two, two warring souls. Exactly. Exactly. So yeah, for me it's a big question 

as well. It's a big question in terms of like, what are, what are the things that cause 

like, you know, psychosis in young black men, for example? Is it, you know, most 



10 

 

people know about cannabis induced psychosis, but what's, what are other things, 

you know? 

JW: And then even looking at that, like what leads some people to rely on 

cannabis. 

BT: Yeah, exactly. 

JW: In the first place.  

BT: Exactly. Exactly. Yeah. Yeah. And, and so, you know, that's to do with like 

self-medication,; you know, to do with being othered; you know, to do with like, 

what is it in the society that makes us want to self-medicate and what, you know, 

what is it in this society that makes us so fragile and kind of vulnerable? Do you 

know what I mean? You know, I think plays or films can ask questions, and I think 

questions are more useful than answers because, you know, there's no... one goes 

on a journey and discovers, but it's really to do with you know, asking the question.  

JW: And, and what I liked a lot about House of Ife as well, and the questions it 

had me asking and looking at more things. It was very... I'd never seen an 

Ethiopian play before. And seeing the specificity and the universality of that 

Ethiopian experience, how has it been to portray that experience on stage?  
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BT: You know what, like, interestingly, you know, just going back to like one of 

the first questions you asked to do with like, you know, training at RADA and 

coming out of drama school, like, you know, back in the day it was only really when 

I came out of drama school that I suddenly started to understand that there was 

no real roles for people that were Ethiopian. Do you know what I mean? 

JW: Yeah. 

BT: And I do think the way in which, like blackness is seen in the UK is quite 

narrow. 

JW: Mm-hmm. 

BT: Do you know what I mean? It's a very, it's, it's a very narrow lens through 

which like, you know, the black experience is represented. It's either West African 

or Caribbean, you know, and within, even within that I think is still, still very 

narrow. So when I, as an, as a young actor, I was like, you know, there's nothing 

really that speaks to my experience. At the same time, you know, I trained to play 

any character. I never really kind of saw my ethnicity as the thing that came before.  

JW: So, you came out ready to play Macbeth?  

BT: Ready to play all of them. All of them. Do you know what I mean? 



12 

 

JW: Yeah. 

BT: Because like, I, I, because I really, I believe in the craft of acting. You know, 

and I think I, I respect the craft, the craft of acting. And, you know, when I came 

out, I was like, primarily, you know, I'm an actor. Do you know what I mean? 

JW: Yeah. 

BT: And, but the industry quickly made me realize, you know, you are a, you 

know, you're from a country that not a lot of people know about. And you look 

slightly different, so you don't fit our idea of blackness and therefore there's no 

space for you. That was, as a young actor, that was the kind of what I, I had 

internalized. You know what I mean? 

JW: Mm-hmm. 

BT: I think things are changing now.  

JW: Because of you.  

BT: Hopefully, you know? But... so yeah. So, but at the same time I was writing 

a lot of, a lot of poetry and, you know, I think in another, in another life I would've 

been a rapper, I think. You know, like, like you. 

JW: Yeah? 
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BT: You know what I mean? You know, I was writing and performing. I was doing 

that before drama school. So just the realization that stories that needed to exist 

didn't exist, was one of the first things that made me want to write and, you know, 

speak of experiences to do with, you know, East African British, East African 

people, British, European people, et cetera. 

And you know, that exploration developed and I'm a big fan of like, you know, the 

big, you know, naturalistic theatre. I'm a big fan of people like Arthur Miller and 

you know, Tennessee Williams. These guys and these plays like, are so 

inspirational to me. And even reading them, there's just such a power to them and 

such a humanity to them that I wanted to tell a story of an Ethiopian family and I 

wanted to try to achieve the scale and the depth that one season, those kind of 

classic naturalistic plays.  

JW: We're going to load up a little clip from Lions. Could you give it a little... yeah, 

give, give Lions a little intro. This is a short film you did.  

BT: So, yeah, Lions is a short film that looks at the experience of a Congolese 

family, you know, who just moved to London and it's about them navigating an 

environment that, you know, becomes quite hostile. But it's also a film about 

building bridges, about, you know, marginalized people finding communion and 

connection. So, it's a kind of humanist film. 
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Lions: You have to pay. You have to pay for the windows.  

What's going on?  

She, pas d'argent. No English. No.  

We've done the work, yeah. Pay us the fucking money. There's a cash point down 

the road. A cash point, yeah? One sec. One sec, one sec. Wanna make a phone 

call? You can use my phone. Call someone, get some money. Call your man or 

something.  

Vous partez.  

What did I say? Me? 

What did I say earlier?  

Vous partez.  

What do you think this is? Seriously? What do you think this is?  

Vous partez.  

We come in here and do work. What do you think this is? 

What's this? What's this? What's this? What's this?  
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Ça ma famille. 

Oi, Lee. Lee!  

What?  

Look at this.  

Non.  

Come here.  

Ça ma famille.  

Shut up.  

Ça ma famille.  

Shut up. Get off. What are you grabbing me up for? Grabbing me up. What are 

you talking about? Look at this! Illegals. This is where Matt used to live. I told you 

that earlier in the car. This whole block is full of them.  

Family ici.  
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I said this earlier. I said this in the van earlier. Why are you getting in my space? 

Get away. Don't... oi, listen. Don't make me hit you, yeah. I ain't going to hit no 

woman, yeah.  

BT: We had seen these two window cleaners who are White British, you know, 

so the kind of what they represented in this space. You know, aggressively you 

know, being paid. They didn't get paid because, you know, Rosie, the central 

character can't speak the language. Up until this point, these two window cleaners 

have been like these antagonists. 

JW: Mm-hmm. 

BT: And, you know, Rosie's central character is like the only... she's like, I need 

to get the letter back and I don't have anything I can give them. They want money, 

but all I can do is I can make food. I can make food, and I can offer them food. And 

so, you know, and Jojo the little boy, they, you know, the fact that he puts on his 

mask, this kind of lion's mask, you know, which in his imagination, the child's 

imagination gives him superpowers. 

JW: Lion of Judah. 

BT: Exactly. After he'd witnessed what these guys have done in terms of the 

fight they have with his dad, you know, so, so the reason why it's so important 

though, is like we see firstly how marginalized and disenfranchised these two 
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window cleaners are. So, suddenly they stop becoming these kind of antagonists. 

It's like we see, oh, they live in a van. Like they, they are, they are as 

disenfranchised as this, you know, immigrant family.  

JW: And I, I loved that because up until then they were, how you expect those 

kind of white working-class Reform voters to be. 

BT: Yeah. Yeah, exactly. Yeah. 

JW: And then I love this twist. 

BT: Yeah. 

JW: When it's like actually, there's a shared humanity... 

BT: Exactly. 

JW: [continuation]... in that working class experience. 

BT: Exactly. Exactly.  

JW: But also, they weren't, they then didn't become, you didn't canonize them. 

They didn't become the heroes or the white saviours. It was still like begrudgingly 

they took the... so it's not going to be United Colours of Benetton hand in hand. 

BT: Yeah. 
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JW: Everyone's, you know, kumbaya. 

BT: Yeah. 

JW: It wasn't that.  

BT: It wasn't that; it was... 

JW: [Interrupts] Much more realistic.  

BT: [continuation]... a brief moment of human connection. 

JW: Yeah. 

BT: A brief moment of, you know, a communal experience of sharing food. You 

know, one of the window cleaners refuses the food, but then we, as later on, he's 

actually eaten the food. Do you know what I mean? So... 

JW: [Interrupts] He hands the empty plate back. 

BT: Exactly. They hand the empty plate back. So it's, you know, it's really about, 

we are, especially now... you know, we made that like in 2022 at the end, you know, 

2022, '23, around that time. 

And, you know, it's interesting seeing the kind of rhetoric and seeing what's in the 

air, which is so divisive; which is so us against them; which is, you know, people 
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are fixating on differences and looking for someone to blame rather than building 

bridges; rather than recognizing each other's humanity. 

You know, and the thing I'm most proud of about the film is it really leans into the 

fact that if we make an effort, if we make, you know, if we make an effort to see 

the other person's humanity, there will be that brief moment of connection. And 

in that brief moment of connection, some kind of healing becomes possible. 

JW: And, and what are the challenges of telling a... one of those stories from a 

child's perspective?  

BT: From Jojo's? From Jojo's perspective. 

JW: Yeah, specifically in Lions, yeah.  

BT: That perspective allowed there to be a kind of magical realism, making that 

point of view believable. Do you know what I mean, without it being fantastical? 

But also the way a child would see them, you know, see, would see them with a 

certain clarity, with, without judgment. 

To see them with that judgment, but also to still express who they are. When 

you're making something that's very naturalistic, you know, it can be a bit heavy 

because of the subject's matter and everything else. But you know, having a child's 

perspective means we can say... 
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JW: [Interrupts] Not a war outside, it's just recycling bottles. 

BT: We can... 

JW: Stay green. 

BT: Stay green. We can be superheroes because he, you know, when you put, 

and the, the imagination, it's like regardless of where they are, regardless of what 

environment they're in, the imagination is the thing that they have that can take 

them anywhere. And there's something... the challenge was to make that 

believable, to make that truthful. 

JW: I think it absolutely was, and I think what the film did really well and what 

House of Ife shows from a different vantage point is this loss of innocence; 

especially from an immigrant point of view. It's like she comes here, and she thinks 

London's going to be very different. 

BT: Yeah. 

JW: And there's a great scene when she's in her sister's place, big place, which 

her sister's cleaning. 

BT: Yeah, yeah, yeah. 

JW: And she's dancing around and showing people back in the Congo like...  
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BT: [Interrupts] Yeah, this is my yard. 

JW: Yeah. But is, but yeah, she's... now becomes very aware of the reality of 

London. 

BT: Yeah. 

JW: And as characters did in the House of Ife as well. So... 

BT: Yeah. 

JW: I think you, and it's, it is that whole immigrant thing. You know, often we 

came here, streets are paved with gold. 

BT: Yeah. 

JW: Quickly realized they're not.  

BT: I mean, that's something I'm really interested in, the, the myths that one 

has about migration and the reality of it, and the way in which like the mythology 

and the reality clash. And what happens when, when that, when that clash kind of 

unravels people's expectations, you know? And also, the, you know, returning: 

how, how possible is it for people once they've left home, once they've left their 

culture, and once they've been, you know, in, in another society, in another culture 

for so many years, how easy is it to return to that, to who they were? 
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JW: And when did you leave Ethiopia? 

BT: I was eight. 

JW: You were eight? 

BT: Yeah. 

JW: And so how did you then learn to become "British"?  

BT: You know what, like, I, I, for me it's more... it's really, I, I feel like I carry both. 

You know, it was, it's, it's really about finding ways of fitting into the spaces that 

are new. But, you know, one thing that is true is the idea of allowing yourself to 

be the fullest versions of every part of you. Do you know what I mean? 

JW: Mm-hmm. 

BT: So, as someone who is like, an immigrant and the child of immigrants, you 

know, and at the same time, someone who's a Londoner as well, like full versions 

of those can exist. 

JW: Mm-hmm. 
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BT: You know, and it took me a while to realize that. In fact, it took me going 

back to Ethiopia. Up until then, I, I had always felt, you know, I'm Ethiopian. I am, I 

am Ethiopian, and I will always be. But in returning after such a long time...  

JW: [Interrupts] You're English boy.  

BT: I was like, 'Ra'. I was like the way, the way, you know, people responded to 

me, the way I responded to the world, I realized actually all this time away has 

changed me on some deep level. 

JW: Mm-hmm. 

BT: And it's now that I feel like both exist. Both can be full rather than being one 

or the other. 

JW: Gemini. 

BT: Yeah, exactly. Exactly. The, that's, that, that's, that's, that's yeah. And in a 

way it's a privilege though. It really is, when you think about it. It's a, it's a privilege 

to have access to different cultures and to have claim of different cultures. You 

know... 

JW: Let's put, let's put on a trailer to Wolves On Road.  

BT: Yes. 
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Wolves On Road trailer: You wanna make some real money? Not just money, 

but wealth, bro. I'm telling you, bro, this is the year with crypto and not just Bitcoin. 

So Bearcoin's killing it right now. I'm not talking about a little ten grand that you 

can lose as easily as you make it; I'm talking about breaking the cycles of poverty. 

If you wanna change your life, you need to be a wolf out here, not a sheep. You 

get me? This is a big boy opportunity and big man things yeah. I'm telling you bro, 

you should be a part of it. Be a wolf.  

JW: That Training Day howl. So yeah, Wolves On Road. I saw it. I loved it. So, the 

title alludes to kind of like Wolf On Wall Street, is it? 

BT: Yeah. 

JW: Discuss, discuss the wolf. 

BT: Yeah. It is, you know what it's kind of like, well, Wolf of Wall Street, but these 

guys are on road; and these, you know, they're in an estate in East London and 

it's about them hustling, doing what they need to do to find financial freedom. 

You know, so it was inspired by, you know, the conversation I was having with, you 

know, with friends of mine from, you know, this, from back in the day, et cetera, 

and, and I was kind of so inspired and interested in the way in which like people 

who would be perceived as being very like road, were talking real financial, 

financially literate kind of ideas and language and... 
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JW: [Interrupts] Financial admin. 

BT: Exactly. And, and particularly to do with like, digital finance, particularly to 

do with cryptocurrency and, you know... So I was, I was really interested in how 

suddenly the access we have to various platforms and what the, you know, what 

technology has done is it, it may, it's made things that were so far away to so many 

people actually in some ways possible, in some ways, accessible. And, you know, 

seeing guys that have, that know how to hustle, hustle in, in ways that are to do 

with crypto and all of that. I just, for me, it was so interesting.  

JW: Well, Abdul says, "That's how these bankers keep getting rich. They're 

wolves, innit? Wolves eating the sheep."  

BT: Exactly. Yeah, yeah. 

JW: So, why can't we do it too? 

BT: Why can't we do it too? You know, and, and so, so much of it's to do with 

language. So much of it's to do with the language around finance that makes it 

sound inaccessible. And actually what these guys do is they acquire the language 

that makes them understand actually, yeah, we can reach that. We can have that. 

We can, we can part participate in that, you know?  

JW: Yeah, if you could just read us a little bit of Manny from... 
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BT: Okay, Manny. 

JW: [continuation] Wolves On Road. Yeah. 

BT: Okay. "Nah. All the madness we've been through proper open my eyes, 

innit? Governments and banks everywhere being controlling and manipulating 

money and fucking with people for time. But deep it, something like Bitcoin, bro, 

it legit takes the power away from the few and gives it to the many. That's change. 

Think about it. We have the blueprint, and we can create a platform that can help 

everyone be a part of it and benefit from it."  

JW: I mean, that's, I think that's great. I mean, and it, and it got me thinking. It's 

like, yeah, like is there... because I've reluctantly accepted that capitalism might 

have won or that, or at least that socialism is lost, maybe. 

BT: Yeah. 

JW: So now I'm kind of thinking, is there an alternative or, or maybe that we 

shouldn't be looking at things in those two binary things anymore in that, in that 

Cold War binary way. 

BT: Mm-hmm. Mm-hmm. Mm-hmm. 
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JW: But then I'm thinking, is there a capitalism that we can use that benefits us 

more? When I say us, I mean the global majority. 

BT: Yeah.  

JW: And it real, this, it really got me thinking about, about crypto and about, 

because there's a line in there about how Western Union takes so much money 

when you're transferring the money. It takes money both ends.  

BT: Both ends and it's really exploitative. 

JW: And we don't own Western Union. 

BT: Exactly. 

JW: I mean, even by name we know we don't own Western Union. 

BT: Exactly. Exactly. 

JW: So, it's like, yeah... can, is, is crypto, is it better for us?  

BT: I think in many ways it is. It can be. 

JW: But though Fevan, the, the mother in there thinks it's gambling.  
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BT: It's go... you know what though, for example in the play, you know, this 

platform that exists, that's primarily about, you know, transferring money from 

like, let's say from around the world and it is a platform that the community 

collectively owns; and to transfer money, you don't, you don't have to pay, you 

don't have to be exploited in order to send money back home. Do you know what 

I mean? 

JW: Mm-hmm. 

BT: There's the technology that exists that now that can make that possible.  

JW: And I think to end on an optimistic note as well, I think what you're doing 

so well is reflecting people's lives who ordinarily are not reflected on stage, not 

reflected on screen. So if you can, if that, by then, then seeing themselves on stage 

and on screen, you are making their experience here, it's that little bit better.  

BT: Thank you. Thank you, Johnny. I appreciate that. 

A recording of this talk can be found at writersmosaic.org.uk 
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