
HISTORICAL OVERVIEW OF GYPSY
THEATRE COMPANIES AND GYPSY

CREATED THEATRE IN THE UK
By Daniel Allum

This article is intended to be an historical overview of the work of Romani Gypsy
theatre companies in the UK and theatre makers of Gypsy origin, so that an
accurate time frame, location and setting can be established for their work and
activities.

The combination of overriding prejudice against the Romani Gypsy community in
the UK, coupled with a general notion from within the Romani community that
the arts are not a serious viable career option, means that relatively few Gypsy
artists have entered the theatrical profession. It is also the case that unlike in
many parts of Europe, the nomadic and transitory lifestyle of Gypsies carried on
in the UK until the late 1970s early 1980s. It was around this time that the National
Government began a policy of building permanent sites and bringing in new
laws that would in effect force Gypsies to live a more settled way of life. However,
there is anecdotal evidence of Gypsy performers appearing in music halls over
the years and others entering the field of music, dance and the visual arts, along
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with novelists, poets and memoirists in the world of literature. But relatively few
have braved the world of professional theatre.

There are no state-funded Gypsy theatres in the UK, though the England based
Romany Theatre Company is a project-by-project funded organisation.
Nevertheless, several theatre makers of Gypsy heritage have made significant
contributions to the strengthening of their own communities through drama and
theatre, while raising awareness of their culture to the wider non-Gypsy society.

“There’s a brutal bloody power in Dan Allum’s [play] about Gypsy life… Using music
and ritual to hypnotic effect.” Lyn Gardner – The Guardian

Dan Allum
Dan Allum is a Romani Gypsy who spent the first 25 years of his life traveling the
East of England in a caravan. His large extended family didn’t think much of
conventional education, and he started work around 7 or 8 years old, helping his
family earn a living doing all manner of jobs from landscape gardening to scrap
metal dealing, to field labouring. He taught himself to read in his teens and
started writing songs, which were played on the local BBC radio station in the
early 1980s.

He began his theatrical career in 1989 when he studied acting at the Mackenzie
School of Speech and Drama in Cambridge, before earning a place at the Arts
Educational Schools, London in 1990. After graduating with a BA Honours Degree
in Acting in 1993 he directed several plays at the Theatre Royal, Bury St. Edmunds
and a number of other theatres in East Anglia. He wrote his first play, Bus Stop, in
1997. It won 4 awards at the Brantham Play Festival and ran at the Edinburgh
Fringe Festival and at The Fisher Theatre, Dublin in 1998 (This play was revived and
performed at the Ink Drama Festival, Halesworth in 2018 & 2019). After that he
wrote Dead Innocence 1999 (regional tour) for the Rush Theatre Company. He
founded the Romany Theatre Company in 2003 (see more information below) and
their first production was The Boy’s Grave 2004 (Ipswich Arts Festival). There
followed Our Big Land 2005 (regional tour), Killimengro 2006 (UK tour), A Clearing
2009 (UK tour), Romani Tober 2010 (UK Theatre in Education tour), O’Patrin 2011
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(Origins Festival, and London schools tour), Our Big Land revival 2014 (UK tour)
and Carmen – The Gypsy 2018 (UK tour). King Leash – A Folk Opera 2021.

For radio he was Creator and Lead Writer on Atching Tan (Stopping Place) – a
36-part radio drama series that ran from 2008 - 2010 on BBC East. Romano Drom,
- a documentary 2009. For BBC Radio 4, he wrote a spin off from the Atching Tan
series in 2011 which was nominated for 2 national radio awards. Then came A
Gypsy Wife 2012 and The Basin 2014. He also adapted two books for radio, The
Diddakoi, a two-part series in 2012 and Carmen, a 5-part series in 2013. He also
co-wrote Wishing Well, an episode of the detective series, Stone in 2016.

For TV he developed an original TV drama series Thaddeus Cain for ITV Studios in
2016 and for Left Bank Pictures in 2019. He also developed The Long Summer for
the BBC in 2016, which was taken back into development in 2021.

As a composer he wrote the score & lyrics for theatre productions Our Big Land
(2014) and Carmen – The Gypsy 2018, and for the soundtrack of the Carmen book
adaptation for BBC R4 2013.

“…These pagan trappings… of blood and earth and sorcery carry an
unnerving, visceral charge on stage.” Matt Trueman – Timeout

In addition to the above he founded the Romany Theatre Company in 2003 and
has been Artistic Director from 2003 until present.

The Romany Theatre Company
The Company was the first and is still the only Romani led theatre company in the1

UK. Their work is rooted in the Romani people, their culture, and their
centuries-old struggle for equality, with a strong emphasis on challenging
negative views of the Romani people and the lives they lead.

The Romany Theatre Company has developed new theatre productions that have
toured regionally and nationally and nurtured Romani students who have gone
on to work with organizations including the BBC, ITV, the Royal Court Theatre,
National Theatre, Bristol Old Vic, Soho Theatre and the Royal Opera House. They

1 www.romanytheatrecompany.com
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have also collaborated with artists from Europe, South America, New Zealand,
Australia, Canada and the USA.

As an example of their work, Yellow Dress, a play Dan facilitated, was based on
Romani experiences in the Second World War and performed at The Hat Factory
Arts Centre, Luton in 2011. This production featured outstanding contributions
from a number of new writers including the following eight from the Romani
community: Damian le Bas, Andy Lamb, Candis Nergaard, Dean Loveridge, Kenny
Lamb, Sharon Loveridge, Sarah Jane Miller and Tessa Dixon. Some of these writers
also wrote episodes for the Atching Tan BBC radio series (see above).

Dan Allum has also won a number of awards including a Community Champions
Award for Excellence for his work in cultural diversity. Other achievements include
being an Attachment Writer and facilitator of Romany Voices for the Royal Court
Theatre, a Project Leader at The Royal Opera House, and a Consultant on an 8-part
Bafta winning Channel 4 TV drama series. He has lectured at the Anglia Ruskin
University, Cambridge and Tutored at the Arvon Writers’ Foundation . He also2

holds an Adult Teaching Diploma and a public speaking Diploma from the
English-Speaking Board International.

Richard O’Neill
Richard O’Neill is an internationally acclaimed performance Storyteller, Author and
Playwright. He was born and brought up in a large traditional, fully nomadic
Romani Gypsy family, travelling throughout the North of England and Scotland.
His roots are also to be found in the coal mining communities of the Northeast
having family members who worked down the pits.

Richard grew up working alongside his father and extended family, a keen learner
he picked up many of the old skills including peg and spoon making just as they
were dying out; skills he now passes on to others through educational projects in
schools and colleges.

2 www.arvon.org
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An UnLtd fellow of entrepreneurship, he is also an adviser to the international
Nomadic Business School.

Storytelling has been a constant in Richard’s life for as long as he can remember.3

Learning his craft sat round campfires at the feet of some of the best Travelling
and North Country storytellers, he developed a passion for story, something he is
keen to share Nationally and Internationally in a range of settings from schools
and universities to the workplace and at a diverse range of festivals.

Richard has had several children’s storybooks published, winning literary, cultural
and diversity awards in the UK, Europe and USA, including being awarded
National Literacy Hero status for his work with excluded communities.

His critically acclaimed play, The Management Reserve the Right, which tackled
racism was performed by Pentabus Theatre at the Soho Theatre London, at the
Pleasance in Edinburgh and aired on BBC Radio 4 in 2006. The spoken word
monologue, The Hardest Word performed at the Seven Arts Leeds, in 2009 by Jess
Smith broke new ground by helping to change the law in Scotland. The piece has
since been performed internationally, including in Hungarian by the Independent
Theatre Hungary in 2017.

His one-man show From Nomad To iPad was performed at the Bradford Literary
Festival in 2017, Today’s Lesson was performed in Hungarian by the Independent
Theatre Hungary in 2018, and European Family was performed online also in 2020.

As an activist, Richard has worked hard to positively promote Gypsy Culture and
inclusion. He is currently one of the founder members of Equity's Gypsy Roma
Traveller working group , part of the team behind the ‘Pride not Prejudice.’4

conferences run in partnership with police forces around the country, and
continues to be a conference key speaker, and advocate for promoting positive
cultural interactions. Richard sees his work in schools with children from all
backgrounds as pivotal in promoting positive multi-cultural relationships.

Damian Le Bas

4 https://www.equity.org.uk/news/?CategoryId=10191

3 https://richardthestoryteller.weebly.com
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Le Bas was born in 1985 into a large Gypsy family in England. He is a native speaker
of the Romany language and read Theology at Oxford, where he graduated with
the top First in his year. Damian has been widely published as a poet, journalist,
dramatist and travel writer.

His debut book - The Stopping Places: a Journey Through Gypsy Britain - was
published by Chatto & Windus in 2018. It won the Somerset Maugham Award, a
Royal Society of Literature Jerwood Award for Non-Fiction and was BBC Radio 4
Book of the Week. He co-wrote and performed in the first Roma Biennale at the
Maxim Gorki Theatre, Berlin, in 2018.

He also wrote several episodes of the BBC radio series, Atching Tan for the
Romany Theatre Company 2008 – 10 and was co-writer on Yellow Dress performed
at the Hat Factory Arts Centre Luton in 2011, also for the Romany Theatre
Company.

Damian is currently writing his second book and will be teaching creative writing
with the Arvon Foundation in 2022.

Candis Nergaard
Candis Nergaard is an actor and writer from England, of Romany Gypsy heritage.
After a breakthrough film performance opposite Tom Hardy in Stuart: A Life
Backwards, she has worked widely in film, television, radio and on the stage.

Candis trained as a method actor at Dartington College of Arts and GFCA London.
Acting credits include her starring role in The Heiress (film) (Trailer:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=50oTC8QGnfg), Grantchester (TV); White
Chamber (film), and Romany Stories (The Royal Court Theatre). She also played
the lead in the critically acclaimed BBC production of Carmen and was nominated
for a BBC Best Actress Audio Drama Award in 2012.

Candis has worked extensively with Dan Allum's Romany Theatre Company,
including, starring in and co-writing Yellow Dress (BBC Radio), also Imison Award
nominated radio Atching Tan (Stopping Place), a drama written about, and from
within, Romany Gypsy culture.
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With ten years' professional writing experience, she has also written poetry for
BBC Radio 3's The Verb and was commissioned to write for the German Gorki
Theatre, Berlin for the first Roma Biennale. Candis continues to write and produce
her own work, including feature film and TV.

Candis has also worked as a Romany language and cultural advisor on Peaky
Blinders (from series 3), Glue (E4 TV) and CBBC’s The Beaker Girls. Other film
credits include Call the Midwife (ITV), 'Affinity' (Film), Eastenders (TV), Servants'
Quarters (Film) and most recently Gone to Ground (Film).5

Sarah-Jane Miller
Miller was born and grew up in rural Northumberland. She has Romany
Grandparents on her paternal side and Irish Travellers on her maternal side. She is
a performer, singer and multi instrumentalist specializing in Fiddle/Flute/Penny
Whistle/Recorder/Mandolin/Ukulele. She gained a Bmus Hons Folk and Traditional
Music in 2007. From 2009 – 2012 she performed with the Romany Theatre
Company in O' Patrin (Origins Festival, and London schools tour) Romani Tober
(UK Theatre in Education tour) and Yellow Dress which included
writing/music/songs and was performed at The Hat Factory, Luton 2011. She also
attended a weeklong Writers retreat at the Arvon Foundation.

Other shows include Travellers Joy 2011 at the English Folk Dance and Song
Society, London and Little Vardo Village 2013 for Luton Cultural Services (regional
tour). She was part of the Bellow Theatre project at Hull Truck Theatre, Hull in 2017
and has given various Gypsy Roma Traveller History Month performances in
London from 2018 to present. She performed with Romany
Dancer/Musician/Filmmaker Liza Mortimer MA at her Final show at De Montford
University, Leicester 2018 and in the Crystal’s Vardo 2021 film of Theatre in
Education piece & gave a live performance of the same show in Brighton.

Other experience includes recording 2 albums with the Laura Victoria band. A
Residency at Battersea Arts Centre for Poetry with music. Duo performances with

5 Relevant Links:
IMDB: http://m.imdb.com/name/nm2372314/
Spotlight: https://www.spotlight.com/5411-4537-7786
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Martin Oakley, Gypsy Traveller folk and trad. Selected to take part in Songman
School for Warhorse, National Theatre. Collaborated on a new Songman show.
Played solo and with bands including The Evil Sweeties at various festivals and
events and on Chris Difford Songwriters course and in Travellers Educational show.
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