Mustapha Matura’s archive reveals prescient gentrification warnings in Ladbroke Grove
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Mustapha Matura, a pioneering Trinidadian-British playwright, left an indelible mark on Black British theatre, while also warning of the cultural erosion brought on by gentrification in Ladbroke Grove. Writing from a place of deep connection to west London’s Caribbean creative community, he described the area in a 1992 letter as a "writer’s paradise" rich with characters and stories, a vibrant scene he feared would be lost to encroaching gentrification. His concern was prescient; once known for its bohemian atmosphere and artistic freedom during the 1960s and 70s, Ladbroke Grove today is more defined by soaring property prices, reshaping the community fabric that once nurtured creativity.
Matura's legacy as the first British writer of colour to have work staged in the West End was groundbreaking. He drew extensively on his experiences in Ladbroke Grove for many of his plays, which gained prominence at prestigious venues like the Royal Court and the National Theatre. Born in Trinidad to a South Asian father and a Creole mother, Matura moved to the UK in the early 1960s, balancing jobs such as hospital porter and garment factory worker while developing his craft. Inspired by a production of Langston Hughes' Shakespeare in Harlem during a trip to Italy, he embarked on a writing career that challenged prevailing narratives and amplified Caribbean voices.
His work often captured the diasporic experience, charting the lives of Caribbean migrants navigating the complexities of identity and belonging in Britain. Matura was part of a vibrant, flamboyant group of Caribbean creatives—including figures like Horace Ové and Michael Abbensetts—who contributed significantly to black cultural consciousness in the UK. This cohort infused British theatre and film with perspectives and stories that had long been marginalised. His plays such as Play Mas, which was the first Caribbean-inspired play to appear in London's West End in 1974, and Rum an' Coca-Cola, explored post-colonial themes and the impact of imperialism on Caribbean society.
Despite lacking formal training, Matura’s contributions earned him several accolades including the Evening Standard’s Most Promising Playwright Award and the Alfred Fagon Award for Outstanding Contribution to Writing. He was a founding member of the Black Theatre Co-operative, which arose from the success of his 1979 play Welcome Home Jacko, creating a platform dedicated to black theatre artists. His commitment to writing in Caribbean dialect was both artistic expression and political statement, reflecting influences from anti-colonial theorists like Frantz Fanon and affirming cultural identity through language.
The archive recently acquired by the British Library reveals unpublished and unrealised works that further illuminate Matura’s deep ties to his community. Among these are plays such as Band of Heroes, centred on the Notting Hill carnival, and another about Boysie Singh, a notorious Trinidadian gangster. These unfinished projects underscore Matura’s enduring fascination with the rich social textures of his heritage and the diasporic communities of west London.
Matura passed away in 2019, and his funeral in Ladbroke Grove was marked by a poignant steel band sendoff, a testament to his lasting bond with the area he loved. His wife, Ingrid Selberg, noted his dual identity as both "such a Trinidadian" and a devoted lover of Ladbroke Grove, embodying a duality that shaped his life and work. Matura’s early warnings about the destructive potential of gentrification remain relevant as the ongoing transformation of areas like Ladbroke Grove continues to challenge the survival of creative communities and cultural diversity.
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