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On Persistence

Roger Robinson

Your poems aren’t finished until you present them to an audience. A poem 

is unfinished if it is stuck in a drawer somewhere. The audience is the last 

part of your poem. If you can’t get it to them to read or listen to, you’re 

stopping short. It is your responsibility to get it to their eyes or ears. It is 

no one else’s. With this in mind, after composing your poems, think about 

the best way to get the most eyes or ears to receive the poem. There is no 

point in sending poems to places where they will get very few viewings: 

that is shirking your responsibility as a writer.

A rejection of your poem may dampen your spirit but don’t let it ham-

per your vision. Regroup, research, revise, rework, resend. The work of a 

writer is that of a journey, a constant and lifelong journey.  (Samuel Beckett 

continued to tinker with the text even after his plays had been published.) 

Rejections should be considered as nothing but a bus stop, from where 

the journey continues. The only time you fail is when you quit that creative 

journey. If you don’t quit, you can’t lose. So don’t quit, just improve the 

quality of what you’re sending out.

Unpick your snags of self-doubt and procrastination. See the rhythm of 

your sticking points. Snags aren’t failures, they are just habits. Take a look 

at the points where your writing or promotion breaks down. If you observe 

that there is a consistent break or pause, then start making plans about how 

you can become unstuck with a massive concentrated effort aimed at the 

point where you become caught.

Don’t become a victim and a complainer. Success depends on your will-

power, productivity and practice. You shouldn’t even have time to complain. 

If you think there is some bogeyman bottlenecking your success, you’re al-
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ready in a ‘failing headspace’. Sure there is racism, sexism and other ‘isms’, 

but as a writer you have to make plans and strategies to overcome or else 

you’ll end up being a victim. You are responsible for your own success as a 

writer. Success is on you.

When you don’t know where to go with your poem it feels uncomfort-

able. Sit in that discomfort long enough and the poem will tell you what’s 

next. When you face a poem over and over again, eventually, with enough 

thought and trying to answer the problems, a secret is revealed to you. This 

secret is only revealed if you can sit with the discomfort of ‘not knowing’ 

for long enough – if the psychic weight of not knowing doesn’t affect your 

confidence or self-esteem. It’s important to realize that this discomfort 

should not be seen as some anomaly, but more as part of the tension in the 

process that helps to create consistently good work.

If your inner critic is paralyzing you, then lower your standards. You can’t 

quality control an absence of work. Make more. Only show the best bits. I 

would say one shouldn’t rush to publish but rush to make the work. It’s im-

portant to keep in practice because it keeps your creative muscles strong. 

When one’s creative muscles are strong, the birth of great or complex ideas 

will be easier in the delivery.

Are you going to sit and wallow in that failure, or are you going to get 

to the next thing you have to do, to stride strongly out of it? Is rejection 

going to damage your pride and make you resentful, or are you going to 

ignore your ego and get back to work? You have to be able to separate the 

work from yourself. A rejection of your work is not a rejection of you, it is a 

rejection of some art you made. There is an idea that sometimes the lack of 

success of a work of art may be due to the lack of creativity in that work. So 

here is an argument and an opportunity for rejected work to be improved 

and sent out again.

Poetry is in the editing, but the trick is you can’t edit a blank page. Get 

something down. The placement of a letter, word or phrase on a screen or 
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page is an energy which attracts other connecting energies of words and 

sentences. An empty page denotes a void of energy that doesn’t move 

forward any without writing anything down. Writing is in the editing. It is 

essential to get something down. Make a start. Instead of thinking about 

writing some poetry, write some poetry; and then start thinking about it. 

Find small ways to test it out and stand back see what you think.

Finish and distribute your poems, so you can take an active part in 

making your culture. If you don’t, then others will make your culture for you. 

I have often bemoaned the lack of poetry books that speak culturally to me. 

If that is the case, there falls a specific responsibility on my shoulders to 

create works that I consider to be missing, that I’d want to see.

Don’t make your research into yet another form of procrastination. 

You’re looking for inspiration, not writing a dissertation. Procrastination can 

take many forms. The most insidious form being the kind that fools you 

into believing you are doing your work – even worse that you’re very busy 

with your work. The thing to remember is that being busy is not making 

progress. Progress is actually writing, constant preparation without getting 

to the writing is just being busy.

We’ve got to be free to fail, not just to make. Many poets feel like their 

next work has to be amazing or else. Failure is process. The psychic weight 

of creativity can weigh down your creative process. The trick is to get into 

the habit of writing drafts of your poetry as easily as you would brush your 

teeth. What I’m trying to establish is that practicing daily would help devel-

op and sustain the required muscle memory to override the delaying effects 

of psychic weight.

If you don’t get lost with your poems, you’ll never find a new path for 

your poems. The feeling of getting lost makes you feel uncomfortable, but 

it forces you to find surprises in the ways forward. The resonances of that 

surprise will be passed on to your readers. No exploration of surprise in the 
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making, then no surprise for your readers.

The quality of poems you’re consuming will have an effect on the qual-

ity of poems you’re producing. What you put in is what you’ll get out. You 

have to get to a focused reading diet. You have to stop reading for taste and 

start reading for craft. Sometimes reading for craft will be in direct opposi-

tion to your taste. As a writer, the enjoyment of your reading is no longer a 

priority. Your priority now is to read as a writer, collecting an armoury of craft 

knowledge and forms that might help you to convey your ideas effectively.

The poet’s job is to translate unspeakable things onto the page. Things 

that seem powerful or unrealised. This is the way poems find new realms in 

their readers. Part of the job of the poet is to help their readers to practice 

empathy. It is their job to create poems that are empathy machines to help 

the practice of empathy in everyday lives. In this process, the poet may 

need to write in a realm of emotion that others may find hard to face or 

even actively avoid. I believe that it is this role, writing in the emotional 

realm, that explains why poets are revered in every single country in the 

world despite the lack of financial wealth or book sales. It is this work within 

emotion that is why poetry is often thought of as a vocation tantamount to 

a priestly calling.

One of the hardest things about finishing a poetry book is to keep your 

focus on the whole book and not just focus on the next poem. Is it possible 

to give a narrative or subtext that can hold all the individual poems in the 

form of a book? Generating this organizational idea at the very least would 

help in the selection and sequencing of the poems. To some extent many 

poetry books fail because they fall into becoming a book of poems in which 

there is no continuous narrative thought or through line.

The world belongs to poets who can finish. Don’t have many open-end-
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ed projects just floating. If you practice incompletion in art then you will 

become good at incompletion in art. Similarly, if you frame your poetry 

with the idea of perfection then you give yourself an impossible hurdle to 

overcome, which perhaps you can never achieve. A better framing context 

might be connection: perhaps making an emotional link to the reader. Give 

yourself a time and a date, finish it and get it to your readers.

Writing and poetry are just your thoughts on paper; the hard part is 

to tighten up your thoughts and that is what reading helps you to do. We 

have to be able to have stronger and wider reading habits than our readers, 

so that when we write we draw upon a wider sensual palette than our 

audience.

Poets: complaint is really inactivity and laziness. If you find yourself 

complaining about work, start to think of the actions that you have not 

crossed off your to do list and get them done. Being busy, stressed, and 

under pressure is no sign of success. It’s more a sign of poor planning, a 

lack of priorities and bad goal-setting.

Poets: get to the next thing to do. If you have productive days for your 

writing and business, you’ll succeed. Keep having unproductive days then 

you won’t. Don’t sit around moping about a publisher, booker or magazine 

that didn’t do blablahblah. Grow up and learn from mistakes. Keep it mov-

ing. Practice talking clearly about your poetry, your influences and your tech-

niques. If you don’t articulate this clearly, then critics and other people with 

resources you need will never know. Sometimes, the theory and poetics 

will be more valuable than the actual poems to your audiences. Write some 

essays about yourself and your practice.

Through hard times, don’t stop your poetry practice. Don’t stop be-

cause you’re not making money, that’s a trap. Continuity is power. If you 
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cannot commit to the struggle and pain in your poems, then you cannot 

commit to the joy and success of your poems. Don’t try to make sure your 

audience thinks and feels a certain way. Build a coherent world from which 

the audience takes what it wants.

Poets: you have to try and break tradition, while at the same time ref-

erencing tradition. It’s hard to do, and it takes some strength of craft, some 

courage.  Believe in your own instinct and to your commitment to identify 

as a poet.  All of these things may at times feel difficult and/or uncomfort-

able but the poet you become is forged in that difficulty.  So, commit to 

coping with that difficulty.  It will also help you in the mastery of your life 

and in turn make your commitment to poetry more resonant.  If your poetry 

isn’t helping you in the mastery of your life somehow, there is going to be 

a schism where you will wonder what the point of it all is. As poets, your 

strength lies in the very humanity of the question that your poem asks of 

the reader or listener. 

Poets: you have to establish the failure point. The point where progress 

halts and as a result work and ideas don’t spread. What’s your failure point 

plan? 

Poets: you have to realise that success will fall into the hands of the 

poets who are disrupters. What are you about to disrupt in your field?

Persistence is literally the polar opposite of giving up. You have to look 

at your artistry as a journey, and all your rejections, fears and failures as 

just bus stops on the way that shouldn’t make you stop and get off. The 

other good thing about persistence in art is that eventually you improve. 

Persistent practice makes your art muscles strong, so when you have a big 

idea it’s easier with your persistently practiced craft to give birth to it. Lastly, 

when you stop the practice of art that is the only time you lose. So do not 
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stop, do not lose. Keep being persistent.
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BIO to ADD

A recording of this talk can be found on the WritersMosaic website at 

writersmosaic.org.uk

© Roger Robinson


