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ABOUT THE SHOW

Jali: noun: a West African historian, storyteller, praise singer, 
poet, or musician.  

Oliver Twist: a charismatic comedian and performer refusing to be 
defined by his turbulent past.  

In this one-person show that is as delicately told as it is captivating, Oliver uses his exceptional 
storytelling abilities to reflect on his time as a refugee and to focus on his life now. JALI will 
spark discussions relating to storytelling, self-devised theatre and monologues. It provides 
opportunities to reflect on drama conventions and the elements of drama as well as the 
playwright’s language choices to explore story, theme and connection to human experience.  

Please note: JALI contains descriptions of guns, weapons and references to violence.
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PRODUCTION CREDITS
Writer, Director & Performer Oliver Twist 
Production Manager Leila Maraun  
Lighting & Set Designer Morgan Moroney 
Stage Manager Khym Scott
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INTRODUCING 
JALI
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OLIVER TWIST
Rwandan-born Aussie Oliver Twist is a comic, playwright and actor who makes his 
own opportunities after a childhood watching his parents do the same.

After fleeing the Rwandan civil war at the age of four, Oliver spent his childhood in Malawi, 
first in a refugee camp and later in the city where his mother and father started a small 
convenience store. After acceptance into the Australian government’s refugee intake,  
the family arrived in Ipswich in 2014 to begin a new life.

Then 18, Oliver already knew he was funny, and now he was in a country where comedy clubs 
and open mic sessions allowed him to prove it. He started taking the stage in Queensland, 
becoming a regular at the Sit Down Comedy Club in Brisbane and Based Comedy on the  
Gold Coast.

In 2017 he entered the RAW Comedy competition and made it to the national finals in 
Melbourne. That was the year he decided to make the move to Sydney and to begin telling 
stories in a new way. Within a week of his arrival he had written the one-man play JALI  
(meaning historian or storyteller), telling the tale of his family’s journey. 

‘I wanted to elevate the storytelling form. There are a lot of stories 
that I share in JALI that wouldn’t translate in a comedy club where 
people are drinking beer,’ Oliver says.

As a comic, Oliver has been chosen as support for the likes of Kevin Hart, Wil Anderson,  
Tiffany Haddish and Becky Lucas. He’s a regular at the Sydney Comedy Store and has  
performed on the Sydney Comedy Festival Gala and on the festival’s roadshow. Most recently, 
Oliver had a sell-out series of his new show, Griot, at Darwin Festival.
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BEFORE THE SHOW
Learn about the context for the show, the creator and writer of JALI

WATCH some background footage about Oliver Twist and his show

From Rwanda to Ipswich –  
Oliver Twist uses comedy to look back on his refugee past | ABC News
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=45eKK_it3ZE

JALI | When the music changes, so does the dance (African Proverb)
https://youtu.be/LSwJpeDPEEc?list=PL0ak319oE_XopWL28FVCq0zI7SSB618sC

JALI | Meet Oliver Twist
https://youtu.be/icQj1h1JAF4?list=PL0ak319oE_XopWL28FVCq0zI7SSB618sC
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READ a review of a previous season of the show from Broadway World

https://www.broadwayworld.com/sydney/article/BWW-REVIEW 
-A-Young-Mans-Resilience-Rings-Out-With-Honesty-and-Humor-In
-Oliver-Twists-JALI-20210320
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=45eKK_it3ZE 
https://youtu.be/LSwJpeDPEEc?list=PL0ak319oE_XopWL28FVCq0zI7SSB618sC
https://youtu.be/icQj1h1JAF4?list=PL0ak319oE_XopWL28FVCq0zI7SSB618sC
https://www.broadwayworld.com/sydney/article/BWW-REVIEW -A-Young-Mans-Resilience-Rings-Out-With-Hone
https://www.broadwayworld.com/sydney/article/BWW-REVIEW -A-Young-Mans-Resilience-Rings-Out-With-Hone
https://www.broadwayworld.com/sydney/article/BWW-REVIEW -A-Young-Mans-Resilience-Rings-Out-With-Hone
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KEY THEMES

RACISM
JALI highlights Oliver Twist’s experiences of racism in Australia.

There are a number of organisations that work to build awareness of 
racism and break down barriers of prejudice in Australia.

RWANDA GENOCIDE

REFUGEES AND DISPLACED PEOPLE
JALI shares the intimate story of Oliver Twist and his lived experiences 
as a refugee. It is important to hear different perspectives and stories 
of displacement to understand why many people must seek refuge from 
political instability.
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EXPLORE learning resources developed by UNHCR – The UN Refugee Agency 
to support the understanding the experiences of refugees (including facts and 
figures relating to refugees, migration and asylum around the world).

https://www.unhcr.org/en-au/teaching-about-refugees.html#words

DISCOVER more about the Rwanda Genocide with this historical timeline that 
was developed by the United Nations.

https://www.un.org/en/preventgenocide/rwanda/historical-background.
shtml

READ about some individual experiences of racism in Australia.

Amnesty International
https://www.amnesty.org.au/does-australia-have-a-racism-problem-in-2021/

All Together Now
https://alltogethernow.org.au/racism-in-australia/

READ a graphic novel designed for young people to understand the 
history of Rwanda and the events leading to the Genocide.

https://www.un.org/en/preventgenocide/rwanda/graphic-novel.shtml

https://www.unhcr.org/en-au/teaching-about-refugees.html#words
https://www.un.org/en/preventgenocide/rwanda/historical-background.shtml
https://www.un.org/en/preventgenocide/rwanda/historical-background.shtml
https://www.amnesty.org.au/does-australia-have-a-racism-problem-in-2021/
https://alltogethernow.org.au/racism-in-australia/
https://www.un.org/en/preventgenocide/rwanda/graphic-novel.shtml
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Q&A WITH  
CREATOR  
OLIVER TWIST 
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I don’t know that I went into it dictating feelings for people! I 
wanted to make a funny show and I wanted to make a serious 
show and I wanted those to be seriously blended so no-one 
could say “oh it was this entirely or that entirely”. 

A good balance of humour and tragedy was very important to 
me. That comedy/drama balance. And overall, I just wanted 
to paint a full picture of the refugee experience. That was 
very important to me because my understanding from living 
in Australia was that Australians have a very different view of 
asylum seekers and people that are displaced, and I wanted to 
give the full experience as I had experienced it.

The most important thing addressed in the show I would say, 
which is what I wanted overall to be communicated, is that 
we’re all the same at the end of the day. I think I painted what 
it feels like to be displaced and disoriented, feelings you don’t 
just get from being a refugee. You can get these feelings from 
many experiences in life and I wanted to focus more on what 
it feels like as opposed to the actual experience. I would stand 
on stage in a theatre and I would guess that maybe 70-80% of 
the audience have not had the experience of being an asylum 
seeker. In that way my point of connection with people was 
not with the experience but rather what it feels like. That’s the 
biggest take away from the show, if there is one.

It was only fair to everyone involved. When I do comedy 
onstage it is one-sided, only one perspective, a very one-way 
street. A play is varied in that it will give you more characters. 
So I am forced to not just put my one monolithic experience 
out there. I can give an account of my sister’s experiences, I 
can include my mother’s experiences in there and it makes for 
a fuller story and experience. 

Of course, it is still told through my filter so it might be biased 
but I evoke those other characters. I think it was the right thing 
to do to tell this story fully.

What was your overall vision 
for JALI – what ultimate impact 
do you hope that sharing your 
story will have on Australian 
audiences?

What do you see as the most 
important themes addressed in 
JALI? Why?

Why did you decide to create 
a play about your family story? 
Rather than use stand-up 
comedy?

Im
ag

e 
Cr

ed
it:

 E
 Y

oo
n



77

It’s a monologue which is not too far away from my comfort 
zone, as far as performing comedy. I have done hour shows 
before this, which were a monolgue – and by that I mean it’s 
narrative, there’s not someone else in the script. So I started 
working off that and I had a story that was linear and we broke 
it up. As people coming to the show will see it jumps back in 
time, which is the feeling of being a refugee. You’re moving 
from one camp to another or one safe pace to an unsafe place 
and it really jumps back and forth in time like that to give that 
feeling of being disorientated. That was very important to me 
when I was creating it – making sure that comes across.

When I’m writing stand up it never ends up being scripted. 
Which is exciting but also kind of, you’re left to your own 
devices. Many times I just go on stage with an idea, dot points 
in fact, and then see where it takes me. The good thing about 
that is the energy the audience gives me – the more they 
laugh the more you think there is more on that topic. So, you 
can have like five bullet points and end up only talking about 
three because they were very excited about those ones. And 
that’s kind of how it goes and then you develop your show 
around that or within that theme or something you want to 
talk about. 

Writing JALI was quite difficult. It was difficult to have my own 
ear as the sound of approval because the democratic approval 
of something funny is the audience laughing at it. I couldn’t 
try any of the funny stories I was sharing the show, I just had 
to trust myself. Which I can having done comedy for the last 
six years, like I have that confidence to know that if I write it 
this will be funny when I do perform it. But I won’t know until 
opening night of the theatre show! That’s the difference.

Anything goes! It’s a very autobiographical work. It is very like 
a memoir so reductiveness is probably not the right editing 
process to go into creating a work like that. You want to make 
sure you’re including everything you can. I went back to when 
my Mum and Dad were born back in the 1950s in Rwanda and 
we trimmed every single thing and condensed it into an hour. 
The beauty of that is that you can layer more stories on top of 
each other, which makes for an enriched storytelling and its 
engaging and absorbing as a story for the viewer. We went into 
it with “what’s everything” and then we cut down within the 
time frame and within the genre that we’re working with and 
included a good balance of comedy and drama. That was the 
main thing we went into it with, but everything goes. I really 
talk about anything and everything in the show.

Write yourself as sincerely as possible and at the same time 
don’t use it as a crutch. Because there is an idea that “I have 
my stories to tell” but it can be limiting. You’re more free to 
think up wild imaginative stories that don’t involve you per se. 
Which is why JALI is not just a singular perspective from me, 
but my other family members as well are in the play.  Write 
yourself and write people that enrich you, so it’s not just you 
at the centre of the show. That’s what I would say. And get 
disciplined. Writing is quite difficult and it can feel very boring 
at times, not having ideas, but the discipline of writing will take 
you through the many difficult stages.

Describe the creative process 
you undertook to create JALI.

Did you find it difficult to change 
your way of working to create 
JALI? (Writing a narrative rather 
than writing for stand up).

Analysing and editing your 
script, especially with such a 
personal story, how do you 
decide how to edit what stays 
and what goes?

What words of encouragement 
and advice could you offer to 
young creative storytellers who 
would like to embark on writing 
and telling their own stories as 
you have done?
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ATTENDING LIVE 
PERFORMANCE 
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THE THINGS WE WANT TO HEAR…

AND THINGS WE DON’T…

BE ON TIME
The show will start promptly, so leave heaps of time to find the venue and go to the toilet. 
Latecomers will not be admitted until an appropriate break in the show, and for many shows 
you won’t be let in if you arrive late or leave the theatre during the show.

PHOTOGRAPHS
Taking photos, videos or audio recordings is not allowed in the shows though. This is because 
of copyright issues of the designs and because of the whole distraction thing.

Food wrappers and plastic packets make a lot of noise. It is generally accepted 
that the audience does not eat during a performance.

Mobile phones must be switched off (not on vibrate). If your phone rings during 
a performance, it can be very embarrassing for you and very distracting for 
the performers. Even silently messaging is not cool, because the glow of the 
screen is off-putting for performers and audiences.

Chatting and whispering during the show is annoying for other audience 
members and can be very distracting for performers.

Live performance is energised by positive audience reactions – laugh when 
it’s funny, cry when it’s sad and applaud at the end.
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AFTER THE SHOW – 
UNDERSTANDING THE CONTEXT
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WRITE down two other elements of the production that support the 
performance being either representational or presentational.

DISCUSS whether the acting techniques of Stanislavski or Brecht (or another 
practitioner) would be most suited to re-mounting JALI. Why? How would  
you recommend an actor take on the challenge of re-telling this story?

What impact do you feel the style of theatre utilised in JALI has on the 
audience? Why and how?

DISCUSS what impact the use of flashbacks has on the effectiveness 
of telling the story? 

How does the structure adopted for JALI support or challenge the 
traditional narrative structure (or Aristolean narrative structure)?

DISCUSS how time flow has been utilised in JALI. Consider elements of time 
such as leaps of time, flashbacks and cyclical use of time. What and how has 
a particular approach been utilised in the writing of JALI?

ANALYSING THE PLAY

STRUCTURE
JALI is a monologue narrative written in a linear structure, integrating flashbacks of significant 
moments in Oliver Twist’s life. 

‘A story with or without flashbacks and arranged into a temporal order of events that the 
audience can follow is told in linear time’.

‘A story that either skips helter-skelter through time or so blurs temporal continuity that the 
audience cannot sort out what happens before and after is told in non-linear time’. 
(McKee, 1999, pg. 51)

PRESENTATIONAL OR REPRESENTATIONAL DRAMA?
JALI is delivered as a monologue that directly addresses the audience. 
The play also uses multiple areas of the stage to support different 
scenes or flashbacks.
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EXPLORING THE PRODUCTION
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WRITE A REVIEW
A method to further explore and challenge your own ideas about a production is to write a 
review. Whilst a review of a performance can heavily rely on personal opinion, it is important 
that an author justifies their thoughts with examples and connections to dramatic elements.

DEVELOP YOUR OWN STORY
JALI is a monologue of the deeply personal life story of Oliver Twist highlighting experiences 
that occurred during different periods of his life. Oliver used his own lived experiences to build 
the story and script to prepare for performance. 

WRITE a timeline of your own history from birth to present day, including events 
in your life such as moving cities, significant life events, stories and experiences 
you remember etc. You only need to include brief information. You can then 
use this as a springboard for future development to tell your own story.
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