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Bernardine Evaristo

in conversation with Colin Grant

Colin Grant: Today we are going to hear from Bernardine Evaristo, Booker

Prize winner. I’ve known Bernardine for quite a few years now and have

come to realise, not only is she a great novelist, but also, she’s been a

champion, an advocate for new writing and new writers for many years.

Congratulations on all the work you have been doing and all the myriad

initiatives that you have launched, using your influence to a very good effect.

I wonder if I can start by asking you where you think we’re at in terms

of the culture and publishing? Many many years ago, when I was trying to

get started as a writer, I sent some stories to an agent who I really admired,

and he wrote back very quickly to say that he was not interested in ‘ethnic

writing’. I don’t think I’d get such a response today, would I? Or would I?

Bernardine Evaristo: No, you wouldn’t, they wouldn’t dare. They are all

very interested in ethnic writing at the moment, I would suggest, and that’s

been happening for a few years. So, where we are now with publishing is

very interesting because things changed after the second wave of Black

Lives Matter protests in the summer just gone. The publishers, I think,

woke up to the fact that they really need to get their act together and of

course, the Black Writers’ Guild has been instrumental in holding them to

account, holding meetings with them, setting out goals and monitoring their

progress. We’ve never had that before and there are some – I don’t know,

maybe 150 – writers who are members of the Guild at the moment. So, this

is quite an incredible thing to be happening.
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CG: For those who don’t know what the Black Writers’ Guild is, how would 

you describe it?

BE: It’s an organisation which is looking after the interests and promoting 

the interest of black British writers. The publishing climate right now is, I 

would say, different to what it was six months ago, because of the Black 

Lives Matter movement, and so they continue to focus on non-fiction books 

published by black British writers, which is very interesting. Not so many 

novels as yet, but I’m sure that will come. And an increased number of 

poets. The thing about the Black Writers’ Guild is that, when were are all 

conflated together as a single demographic, often the black people get lost 

in that. So, Asian people do well, or so-called ‘minority ethnic’, but black 

people are lost in that. So, the idea was to extract the word ‘black’ and to 

make a stand for us in particular in the publishing industry.

CG: Do you think there is any way to get around or find an improvement for 

the phrase, or the word, BAME?

BE: These terms change every few years and, you know, I’m not that inter-

ested, I’ll go along with whatever is current at the moment. We all know 

what it means, and it serves a purpose and then people get fed up with it.

You know, in the same way people got fed up with the word ‘diversity.’ 

Because it’s bandied around so much, often with very little meaning attached 

to it, and then people say, ‘it’s a cliché, I’m fed up and I don’t want to talk 

about diversity’. So, more recently we’ve been using the word ‘inclusive’, 

which I like as a term. Yeah, I like to talk about inclusion.

CG: Oh that’s interesting, because we’ve been trying to formulate a set of 

words that describes what we are intending to do at WritersMosaic and I
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think we are going to be very inclusive. But one of the phrases that came to 

light was a phrase brought by a young writer called Jonny Wright. He said 

that we would be ‘diversity within diversity’. And I think that is an interesting 

premise, because sometimes I think that there is a very narrow or reductive 

idea of what it is to be a black writer and what subject matters black writers 

should attend to. Do you agree?

BE: Well, I think that’s probably been the case. I think that you and I, you 

know, are among the exceptions in terms of the kind of stories we choose 

to tell and how. And I think there have been different waves of interest 

in black British writing over the decades in my lifetime. Certainly in the 

nineties, it was very much about young black men living their lives at the 

perimeters of society. Young black guys basically getting into trouble, and 

that was definitely a motif that was repeated in several of the novels of the 

nineties. I think today we have got more diversity within terms of novels. 

Because if you look at novels, not many of us have been published re-

cently – we’re all just doing something very different. Certainly in terms of 

non-fiction, there are a lot of books that have been published around race, 

all different aspects of race. And so that probably is the expectation right 

now. But there are always exceptions, in terms of how the industry sees 

black fiction, if we are not there within those industries, sitting at the table 

in numbers of more than one, and having our say and able to make change 

from within the industry.

CG: That’s a very important point, you know, you need to be ‘in the room’, 

as it were. Maybe you need to be in the room at the acquisition meetings, 

because if you are not there, you won’t have anyone to advocate on your 

behalf.
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BE: That’s right, you need to be there as commissioning editor, as a powerful 

person in publicity, powerful in marketing, powerful in sales, because those 

are the people who contribute towards the discussions had and decisions 

made about the books that are published.

CG: I wonder what lessons you think WritersMosaic might learn from your 

experience. What’s great about WritersMosaic is that I think it’s going to 

be a black-led organisation, it’s very much going to be independent of its 

funders. Its funders are the Royal Literary Fund but we will all have editorial 

independence and we will be able to push our own agendas. I just won-

dered if you think that’s a good recipe for going forward in terms of the 

black presence, or the people of colour presence, in the publishing world in 

this country?

BE: Oh I think so, absolutely. It sounds like a really important initiative. I 

think, you know, we need to have an organisation and the Black Writers’ 

Guild will perhaps fulfill that role to a certain extent. But we need to have an 

organisation which has an overview of what’s happening. It’s an aesthetic 

overview, so it’s not just about numbers, it’s not just about who’s getting 

published and so on. It’s about what are these books communicating about 

who we are and can be in this society, and we haven’t had that before.

I’m very interested in the fact, and I’ve written about it recently, that 

because people don’t have a depth of understanding about black British 

literature, or rather a depth of knowledge about black British literature, 

everything is taken on face value. So writers come along and, to a certain 

extent, sometimes do reinvent the wheel and everybody buys the story 

that they are spinning, because nobody knows that ten years ago, twenty 
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years ago, thirty years ago, forty years ago, there were writers, black British 

writers, doing this.

As you know, I’ve brought some writers back through ‘Black Britain: 

Writing Back’ [a republishing initiative from Penguin], but we need to know 

that we have a literature heritage, we need to acknowledge that heritage.

And we also need to be able to contextualise the body of work that has 

been published and that is being published within a broader understand-

ing of who we are in this society, and that doesn’t happen. So, perhaps 

WritersMosaic can do that.

CG: Yeah, I was going to say perhaps we need some sort of umbrella 

organisation that others can feed into. Because what’s happening at the 

moment, we have a lot of initiatives that are kind of independent of each 

other and there is no sense of them necessarily being all joined up.

BE: Not at all. As you know, I’ve set up various projects and so on, but you 

know, I rather like doing it in the way that I do. I don’t like having to manage 

projects. The Brunel University International African Poetry Prize was set up 

in 2012, and I manage it. I’ve really had enough of that. I don’t like having 

to manage it. But it’s there and it will continue to be there for another two 

years at least.

CG: I was going to ask you about how you arrived at the process that you 

seem to be embarked on at the moment. I mean, you have done some ex-

traordinary things in the last year or so, where you have been promoting the 

Black Writers’ Guild but also working with Sky Arts to change the landscape 

by introducing mentors for people of colour. You have been very vocal in 
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your support for a number of writers. Are you finding that you are pushing 

at open doors these days? You seem to be doing a lot and getting some way 

through.

BE: That’s a really good way of putting it, because my advocacy really began 

when I started Theatre of Black Women in the early 1980s and of course we 

were considered outsiders and nobody in social mainstream was at all inter-

ested in what we were doing. I would say that the other projects that I’ve 

initiated in the intervening years, they might have been successful, such 

as the Complete Works poetry mentoring scheme, but they haven’t really 

attracted the attention of the national media, because they simply weren’t 

interested. But now, it’s a very different game. There is a huge amount of 

receptivity to these initiatives, and that there is also integrity behind the 

corporations or the media, the institutions that I work with, because they 

genuinely want to be part of a more inclusive culture. And so, when I am 

given these opportunities to do things and I come up with these schemes, 

I am literally pushing at an open door.

CG: But it is partly because you are pushing with the weight of your Booker 

Prize and other awards behind you, I would imagine?

BE: That changed everything for sure. So, yes, once you have won the 

Booker Prize, people fall at your feet. Once you have won the Booker Prize, 

everyone wants to please you.

CG: ‘You gone clear’.
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BE: Gone clear – whatever that means – yeah, I’m sure I have.

CG: Let me tell you what that means. In Jamaican parlance, it means that 

you are made, you can’t be touched, you can more or less call the shots.

BE: Yes, the Booker Prize gave me authority and respect and status. That 

wasn’t there in the same way before. Let’s not forget though, that when 

people ask me to do these things, they know what they are going to get. 

So, it’s not as if they are asking somebody who is not going to advocate for 

people of colour or black people, or queer people or working-class people. 

They know when they ask me to do these things pretty much what I’m 

going to do because, just look at my track record. So, they are genuinely 

aware of the fact that things need to change.

CG: One of the initiatives you have launched is Black Britain: Writing Back 

which speaks to the idea that there have been books and writers published 

in the past that have been overlooked and forgotten. Was that your impetus 

for starting this initiative?

BE: Absolutely, absolutely. Actually, it was my publisher who had an idea 

to bring books back, and in a way, it was kind of a reward for winning the 

Booker – ‘Would you like to have a series bringing books back from the 

past?’ And I said ‘Yes’, and so, I thought of black British books that many of 

us had talked about for many years. Writers who came and went and how 

that legacy has been forgotten. The legacy has been forgotten; most people 

don’t even know those writers exist. If you are somebody in your twenties 

and the books were published in the nineties, then it’s before your lifetime.



8

So, now these books are back getting the kind of attention they didn’t get 

first time round, and I’m really hopeful they will stay around a lot longer this 

time.

CG: What’s the importance would you say for young readers and young 

writers? Is there a sense that there is a bridge between the past and the 

present, and that sometimes that bridge seems to have been burnt down 

or sunk?

BE: Well, we are all part of a continuum, we are all building on the creativity 

and the productivity of people who walked these roads before us, and it’s 

tragic that each generation is creating out of a vacuum because they don’t 

know what their literary heritage is. And of course, in terms of white writ-

ers, we generally know the literary heritage of their works because enough 

of those books have been taught in the education system or have achieved 

incredible acclaim and they have lasted and been canonised. But when it 

comes to black British books, you mention the names of most writers who 

published ten years ago and earlier, nobody would recognise the names. 

So, it’s about filling in that history, so that we know that we are part of an 

ecosystem that actually goes back to the eighteenth century.

CG: How are you juggling or balancing your advocacy of other people’s writ-

ing, of other people’s organisations and initiatives with your own writing? 

How’s that going?

BE: I’m very good at time management and compartmentalisation, so, even 

though I do a lot of things, I’ve always done a lot of things. Don’t forget I tour 



9

a lot, normally I would be touring a lot. So, all of that time is freed up and an 

hour’s Zoom time does not replace a tour for several days or whatever. So, 

I do have the time, I do make the time and I have been writing non-stop all 

year, and also embarked on a new work, but I can’t say any more than that 

because I don’t want to talk about it. I’ve always managed to juggle lots of 

things and that has continued. The pace at which I produced work last year 

was extreme, but I can’t continue at that pace all the time. That was my 

Booker year, so I was incredibly busy doing lots of other things, but this year 

will be very different.

CG: One of the things that I think we are going to be very strict about 

at WritersMosaic is that we are a peer-to-peer platform. We are out there 

pushing other writers so that they get better known and have platforms for 

themselves beyond WritersMosaic, but there is a sense that we need to 

adhere to some sort of standard. Not necessarily of excellence but of, at 

least, competence. And I just wonder where do you think we are in terms 

of that, about being able to marshal or be critical, almost as critical friends 

of black writing? Because as a reviewer for The Guardian, The Observer 

and the TLS, sometimes I get the sense that there is a different standard 

applied to black writing as to non-black writing.

BE: Colin, you are a very good critic, one of the finest, I would say. You are 

very discerning. This is a really interesting question, because on one hand 

our writers need to be supported and I will support them if they are doing 

interesting work and important work. I don’t expect the work to be ‘great’, 

because who is great, really? I would say more than ‘competent’ though. 

Anyone can be competent. I think they need to have flair and they need to 
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have talent and they need to have skills and be able to pull a book together 

and if they can do that, then it is worth supporting them.

I think we need more black critics for sure but, as you know, being a 

black critic can be compromising because you are working within an indus-

try where there are expectations about how you should talk about other 

writers. I wouldn’t want to slam into other black writers, especially emerg-

ing black writers. I have slammed into writers in the past – probably the last 

time was Maya Angelou. Maya Angelou, you know, she is somebody who 

would never read a review by me in a million years. Her career towards the 

end of her life, she didn’t need me, it didn’t mean anything to her, didn’t 

mean anything to her career, but I was very honest about a memoir that she 

wrote. But when it comes to emerging writers and younger writers, I feel 

that we need to support them, but obviously at the same time, if you are 

a critic, you can’t let people get away with substandard work. But you see, 

what will happen is that the people who are producing substandard work, 

they will either get better – if they continue to publish books, most of them 

will get better – or they will disappear. That happened in the past. You know, 

they won’t last if the work doesn’t have enough merit, because readers will 

not be buying their books at all.

CG: I would agree with you, absolutely. I think that the slight dilemma 

though is people being over-promoted, and I’ve seen this in the BBC. After 

two years that I’ve been out of the BBC, from what I’ve seen, they have 

launched some initiatives to try to change the demographics of people who 

make stuff for the BBC but they are not necessarily providing them with 

enough support and mentoring. They are putting them out early, before they 

are ready, and some of the stuff is substandard and there is a dilemma 
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there. I think when you do that, if you promote people who are not ready, 

they fail, and they are not going to get another gig. So, they need to be 

mentored, as well as being given a chance to produce their stuff.

BE: Well, that’s right, absolutely. We can’t accept token gestures where 

organisations are seen to be doing the right thing, but actually they are not 

supporting the people in the way that they need to be supported, and then 

they will turn around and say, ‘Well, that didn’t work’. You know, it’s a big 

issue. Colin, I’ve talked about this a lot and for many years now, and I’ve 

kind of had enough of it, really. I’m exhausted. I’m not exhausted – that’s 

not true. I really like the fact of other people running with the baton. You 

know, the Black Writers’ Guild running with the baton and so on. Yeah, there 

are all kinds of issues from the TV companies, and who’s allowed in and 

who’s supported.

CG: Bernie, in the past we’ve spoken about the seeming attractiveness of 

African American writers to publishers in Britain and newspapers in Britain, 

when it comes to the amount of space and coverage they get. But today 

looking on my desk for books that have just come out or are about to come 

out, I have Mrs Death Misses Death by Salena Godden, I have Open Water 

by Caleb Azumah Nelson, I have A River Called Time by Courttia Newland. 

And these are just a few of the books and they seem to be getting as 

much, if not more, attention as the African American writers. So, things 

have changed and improved, I would say. Would you agree?

BE: It’s good to hear that. I don’t keep abreast of everything, but if they are 

getting a lot of attention that’s an amazing thing and that’s a huge shift in 
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terms of what we’ve had to put up with so far. I mean obviously, African 

American fiction is a huge field and some amazing writers get published 

over there and they have taken up a lot of the oxygen in terms of the pub-

licity. But I think when you look at the novels that have been published 

now, like some of the ones you have mentioned, look at the diversity of 

those voices. So different from each other, that’s incredible. So yeah, if 

that’s changing, that’s a good thing.

CG: So, finally Bernie, in terms of being a creative person in this country, is 

it a good time to be black?

BE: Is it a good time to be black? I think you just have to ask different people 

that question, because I think it’s a better time to be black for sure, for sure.

If you look at Black Britain: Writing Back for example, my publishers chose 

six black designers to do the six covers for the first six books and that was a 

deliberate conscious effort, post-Black Lives Matter, to embrace designers 

who they probably would not have looked at before. And I think for most of 

them, it’s their first time designing book covers. So that tells you something 

about how things have shifted a little bit. Today, asking me that question, 

I feel hopeful. This is all aside from my own experience because I realise 

now that I’m an exception, right, in terms of everything that has happened 

to me. But just looking at everybody else and what I see around me, you 

know I’ve been doing some photo shoots for magazines and they are always 

getting in black creatives to work with me – black photographers, black 

stylists, black make-up people. I just don’t think that would have happened 

six months ago, not even six months before Black Lives Matter. So, it’s an 

interesting time, it’s a really interesting time. Like I say, things are changing 



13

and I’m really hopeful that young people coming of age today are coming 

into an improved climate to the one I emerged into. Well, for sure they are, 

for sure they are.

CG: Well, Bernardine Evaristo thank you very much indeed and thank you 

for taking the time to speak to WritersMosaic.

BE: You are welcome, Colin.

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